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Introduction: A Fable of Politics, Community, and Virtuality 


One day, in 1988, the computers and modems suddenly appeared, as if by magic. They 
were second-hand Apple He terminals, but in my mind it was a miracle to have them 
at all. At the time, 1 was fresh out of college and running a chronically underfunded 
after-school program at a delinquency prevention center under the auspices of the 
California Youth Authority. 

Relatively few of our teenaged clients had committed serious or violent offenses by 
that age, but many of them were either in trouble with the law or with the schools 
and were thus considered "high risk" by the state. 1 had been pestering my boss, who 
did not even know how to type, about getting a technology lab for months. 1 explained 
to every potential donor who would listen how essential these devices would be for 
students who already were what we then called "socioeconomically underprivileged." 
Once the computer lab materialized, 1 quickly hustled up donated software for word 
processing, spelling, basic math, algebra, geometry, biology, SAT preparation, book¬ 
keeping, and keyboard accuracy. 

In February 1989, the city of Santa Monica announced a new program called the 
Public Electronic Network, or PEN. It claimed to be the first municipally owned 
bulletin board system in the world. It featured a database of city schedules and 
documents so that constituents could keep up with the business of governance. It 
also had chat rooms for discussing public issues like redevelopment projects or 
services for the homeless. 1 was excited about getting my high-risk students on 
PEN and giving them e-mail addresses so they could contact their elected officials 
and perhaps agitate for better parks, more appealing youth programs, or fairer 
treatment from the police. 1 thought that it would be a good way to teach civic¬ 
mindedness. Through PEN, thanks partly to my efforts and enthusiasm, dozens of 
gang members in the greater Los Angeles area had e-mail addresses long before most 
corporate CEOs. Some of these students grew up to be convicted murderers or 
murder victims. Many of them attended college and ended up in professional 
careers. Ironically, one became executive director of a delinquency prevention 
center himself, complete with computer lab, and eventually served as president of 
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Figure 1.1 

Photogragh of student using a PEN e-government terminal, 1989. Courtesy of Karla Gutierrez. 

the local school board in the same district where he had once been a struggling 
student. 

At first, the hard-case teenagers did not like PEN at all. Their personal addresses were 
unwieldy and hard to remember, as were their passwords, which were often lost. The 
city's electronic materials were extraordinarily dull; even the most impassioned pleas 
for clean energy or unpolluted beaches bored these young people. Plus, 1 nagged them 
incessantly about writing letters to the adults on the city council, which they consid¬ 
ered a dreary and potentially embarrassing chore, particularly when I gave them 
written assignments and form letters that 1 expected them to fill out. 

"Why don't you write about getting that new basketball court?" 1 would ask them. 
"How about a cool place for skateboarding?" 1 would chirp. In response, they would 
stare at me blankly or with hostility and return to doodling graffiti or napping with 
their heads on the table. 

It looked as if my grand experiment in digital direct democracy was going to be a 
miserable failure. But then—very abruptly—the students all started actually using 
the system. Teen mothers, tough gangbangers in baggy clothes, and homeless 
kids who were living with their parents in cars full of trash were often intently and 
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simultaneously online. They crowded our terminals at the youth center, sometimes 
for hours, writing in less than perfect prose, but writing nonetheless. 

It took me a while to realize it, but it turned out that they were all utterly ignoring 
my explicit instructions on how to use PEN. They were not writing to public office¬ 
holders about matters of civic import. They were writing to girlfriends and boyfriends, 
cousins and neighbors, schoolmates and church members, and anyone else they could 
manage to talk into getting a free PEN accounf, foo. Sometimes they were writing 
notes to themselves, which they would chuckle over days later in rereading. Most 
damaging to my dignity as a novice teacher was the fact that they most enjoyed 
writing to people who were sitting with them in the very same room.^ 

Frequently, in a high-tech version of passing notes, I suspect that they used the 
medium to make fun of me, since I periodically saw my name or one of ifs jokey vari¬ 
ants appearing in their cryptic messages. After all, I was the nearest representative of 
sfafe authority, with the police power to call probation officers, caseworkers, or school 
guidance counselors if these students incurred my displeasure. Even though I thought 
of myself as a well-meaning, idealistic young person close to their own ages, I probably 
did not look much like an encouraging peer to them. By virtue of my race, class, rela- 
five seniority, and institutional affiliation with the California Youth Authority, an 
agency that also ran the juvenile detention system in the state, I can now see that I 
probably warranted some mockery. In that sense, their subversive electronic conversa¬ 
tions represented a kind of political speech, although it was not a politics I recognized 
at the time. 

According to one member of the Santa Monica city council, this form of seemingly 
aberranf online behavior was exacfly whaf fhe rest of the local citizenry decided to 
do with PEN as well: "The head of fhe City's computer department, Ken Phillips, 
intended the PEN system primarily to link residents to City Elall, providing informa¬ 
tion and answering questions. In reality, PEN has grown to be much more of a citizen- 
fo-cifizen phenomenon, wifh a culfure of its own."^ Apparently the adults were using 
PEN to rehearse adolescent sex fantasies, parody television programs, conduct religious 
proselytizing, and affirm gesfures of feminisf solidarify in several mufually shared free 
speech zones of anarchic peer-fo-peer interaction among neighbors, which often had 
remarkably little to do with the official commerce of representative government. 
Occasionally, the entire apparatus of this state-sanctioned virtual community degener¬ 
ated into outright flame wars of nonstop verbal abuse. 

In The Virtual Community: Homesteading on the Electronic Frontier, ffoward Rheingold 
focuses on jusf one aspect of the program, the SHWASHLOCK (which stood for 
Sffowers, WASffers, and LOCKers) proposal from homeless PEN members, as the 
epitome of "how citizens can agree on a common problem, use their collective 
resources to propose a solution, and convince the city's official government to help 
put the solution into practice" by using digital networks for group communication.^ 
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From several removes of geography and temporal engagement, the PEN experiment 
has now been read by cyberculture critics as an important case study in digital demo¬ 
cracy.^ This early attempt at constructing a "digital city," years before the project in 
Amsterdam described by Geert Lovink and Pierre Levy, similarly exposes the challenges 
faced in adapting urban needs shaped by neighborhood demographics and geography 
to digital platforms and networks.^ Although some have pointed out how the unstable 
power dynamic of this electronic community reflected the contingent character of its 
participatory homeostasis, none have looked closely—in rhetorical terms—at the 
implied struggle over the very definition of "e-government" among participants. 

1 would argue that what happened with PEN is just one fable about the law of 
unintended consequences, a version of a story that gets told over and over again about 
everyday incidents in digital culture in relationship to formal systems of governance. 
1 think it is a fitting narrative with which to begin, because this is a book about public 
rhetoric and its subversion, about the way that traditional institutions of knowledge 
do not always conform to social practices around information, and about how com¬ 
puter technology creates secondary purposes and secondary audiences never imagined 
by the original senders of an official message or the architects of a given system of 
state-sanctioned communication. 

When I first began to do scholarship about the digital rhetoric of government insti¬ 
tutions a decade ago, there was a relatively narrow array of objects of study, largely 
limited to official government websites with static EITML pages, repositories of online 
forms, and portals to digital archives. At the time, most researchers were only looking 
at those artifacts and discourses through the lens of e-government, which focused 
almost exclusively on human-computer interaction (HCl) questions and a problem¬ 
solving mechanistic approach that depended on usability studies. Although—unlike 
many humanists—1 agreed with the HCI specialists that interfaces, operations, and 
procedures mattered, 1 was also making what seemed to the technologists to be a 
strange argument: that these public digital messages represented ideologies and cul¬ 
tural imaginaries and that designers' choices about what was visible and invisible 
could be about more than just user convenience or access for the disabled. At the same 
time, I think my fellow rhetoricians were baffled by my interest in what then seemed 
to them to be relatively impoverished texts at the semiotic level, documents that 
appeared to lack any distinctive personal voice or coherent narrative, paradigms of 
impassive bureaucratic neutrality without any allure for scholars of high culture and 
low culture alike. Nonetheless, 1 thought there was a story to be found in the many 
mixed messages being manifested on government websites and the competing 
positions about appropriate technologies for exhibiting materials from electronic 
archives. 

Now it has become more obvious that the government's role as a digital media- 
maker is worth examining and that these state-sanctioned texts merit close reading. 
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careful explication, scholarly analysis, and the critical tools of historical and rhetorical 
perspective. Much of that shift has to do with an explosion of genres. Government 
agencies now sponsor moderated chat, blogs, clips of digital video, online tutorials, 
videogames, and virtual reality simulations. There have also been many high-profile 
political gaffes involving embarrassing e-mails, instant messages, and PowerPoint 
presentations by elected and appointed officials. At the same time, sophisticated 
online campaigns for public diplomacy, social marketing, risk communication, and 
institutional branding are coordinated with major advertising agencies that are target¬ 
ing citizens via the World Wide Web. In addition, there are virtual tours of national 
landmarks and government buildings, and in turn there are agency offices and polifi- 
cal events in virtual worlds like Second Life. For future voters, there are hundreds of 
government websites designed specifically for children. Even digital maps and other 
representations of "big data" convey messages about political ideology. Frequently this 
material is parodied, remixed, or recontextualized for new audiences in ways that the 
original media-maker never intended, in media practices that clearly support subver¬ 
sive anti-institutional agendas. The libertarian and communitarian factions on the 
Internet may anticipate a day that the state will wither away as a result of global dis¬ 
tributed networks, but government remains an important digital media-maker and 
regulator, despite the inherent tension created by adopting those dual roles. 

The first chapter in this book is about a case involving an extraordinarily powerful 
unplanned audience: fhe Congress of fhe United States. What appeared to be footage 
from a terrorist videogame, which was posted on the Internet, generated such alarm 
during a House Intelligence Committee hearing that it became a sensational news 
item all across the country. A team of expert consultants testifying at the hearing 
warned that violently anti-American videogames had been created to persuade impres¬ 
sionable young Muslims to become radical jihadists. In the film, made by someone 
called "Sonicjihad," lawmakers saw a computer-generated Middle Easterner blowing 
up three-dimensional (3-D) animated tanks and destroying the ranks of what appeared 
to be uniformed U.S. soldiers. It turned out, however, that the actual intended audi¬ 
ence was a playful fan community of gamers, and that the film had been edited 
together by a European hospital administrator with no grudge against the United 
States, a young man who enjoyed the American-made game Battlefield 2 and the movie 
Team America, from which he assembled his fan film's digital components. What is 
disquieting about this hearing is that congressional representatives also expressed 
concern about far more than regulating videogames. Blogs, webpages, and PowerPoint 
slides all figure in the legislators' discussion in which they publicly display their anxi¬ 
eties about new digital practices both abroad and at home. 

Of course, with all these new genres, it's important to define what digital rhetoric 
is as an object of study. The second chapter, "Hacking Aristotle," provides an interpre¬ 
tive framework in which the verbal and visual organization of information and the 
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means of its electronic communication can be analyzed, along with user experiences 
of interactivity enabled by computers. Yet many who purportedly study the rhetoric 
of digital discourse ignore its informational dimension, so that a conventional view 
of the study of hypertext, virtual environments, or networked communication directs 
attention only to the computer interface rather than to the theories behind its con¬ 
tinuing development. In the standard model of digital rhetoric, literary theory is 
almost always applied to technological applications as an interpretive apparatus 
without considering how technological theories could conversely illuminate literary 
texts. Rhetoricians of digital culture debate the merits of multi-user dimensions (MUDs) 
and object-oriented MUDs (MOOs) or blogs and wikis but rarely address how funda¬ 
mental paradigms of the public sphere have been reshaped by new ideas from the 
discourses of codes and algorithms from subcultures of software developers, interface 
designers, and computer programmers and how pre-scripted possibilities and con¬ 
straints always play a role in shaping the available rhetorical choices.'* 

This chapter proposes four possible meanings for the term "digital rhetoric": (1) the 
rhetorical conventions of new digital genres in everyday discourse, (2) public rhetoric 
via electronic distributed networks or hypertext, (3) the rhetorical analysis of new 
media in scholarly communities, and (4) the rhetoric of information theory as a dis¬ 
tinct field associated with computer science. 1 argue that the new linguistic ideology 
inherent in the last definition, which is articulated in mathematical theories of com¬ 
munication, also feeds back to influence the norms and generic conventions of every¬ 
day digital discourse. 

In the third chapter, 1 begin an in-depth survey of digital genres by considering how 
videogames and virtual reality simulations persuade users and communicate ideologi¬ 
cal messages. In "The Desert of the Unreal," I analyze two military-funded projects at 
the University of Southern California: Tactical Iraqi, a computer game designed to 
accelerate a soldier's acquisition of spoken Arabic to assist in volatile tactical situations, 
and Virtual Iraq, a virtual reality simulation intended to lessen the effects of post-trau¬ 
matic stress disorder among combat veterans. Of course, there are significant design 
differences between the two projects. One is a game, and the other is a simulation; 
one is pedagogical in its orientation, and the other is therapeutic; one uses third- 
person perspective, and the other uses first-person. Yet there is also significant overlap 
between these virtual Iraqs, which were developed by research and development teams 
in close physical proximity to each other in Marina Del Rey, California. Both use pre¬ 
existing, off-the-shelf game technology that has a history in the consumer market, 
and both initiatives have received extensive national media coverage. Finally, both 
appear to serve rhetorical as well as pedagogical or therapeutic ends by making indi¬ 
vidual, private digital experiences, aimed to effect the personal education or rehabilita¬ 
tion of military personnel, accessible to a wider public. These games and simulations 
also make manifest certain politically uncomfortable aspects of the war in Iraq and 
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Otherwise hidden vulnerabilities in the soldier's readiness for combat. Consequently, 
there has been a lively debate in the game development community—surrounding 
"serious games,"which serve educational or social purposes—about working on behalf 
of government-funded projecfs fhat support current military efforts. 

"The War from the Web" presents the next category of digital genre: the official 
websife. Despite the fact that early advocates of e-government celebrated the liberatory 
potential of hypertext, and that the architects of digital democracy purported to be 
inclusive in their development practices, institutional websites deploy many forms of 
manufactured or pseudointeractivity, such as virtual tours or "turning the pages" 
exhibitions, which deflect participatory challenges by using the ideological authority 
of cultural metaphors such as the museum. Furthermore, according to the Pew Internet 
& American Life Project, increasing numbers of residents rely on government websites 
for information, so official site designers are able to deliver particularly potent insti¬ 
tutional messages. Yet official rhetoric about September 11 on the Internet and 
its reception history shows how the public face of e-government can be more 
heterogeneous than its boosters would like to believe. There are many different 
instantiations of state authority from the vantage point of any individual user's 
screen. A partial survey of websifes from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the White 
House, the State Department, the Department of Defense, and the U.S. Central 
Command in the weeks and months following the attacks of September 11 suggests 
that official Idealism about the promise of a user-friendly, authoritative, and direct 
digital democracy can not account for mixed messages from different sectors of the 
U.S. government about race, class, gender, and nationality, particularly when even 
presidential oratory has been shrunk down to the busy desktop crammed with active, 
open windows. 

"Power Points" extends this analysis of government websites to look at other forms 
of the rhetoric of display. Certainly, electronic slideshows in the proprietary format 
PowerPoint have been justifiably lambasted by information designers such as Edward 
Tufte and Mark Bernstein. It is worth noting, however, that these electronic slideshows 
frequently also borrow from older print genres such as editorial cartoons, office 
memos, and educational filmstrips. Although alliances between e-government and the 
advertising industry in fields like public diplomacy, risk communication, and social 
marketing are further commodifying traditional civic discourses, the components of 
electronic slideshows may be circulated, edited, and scrutinized among members of 
fhe general public. Furthermore, the genre of fhe elecfronic slideshow can be used by 
polifical opponents and artists, as two recent documentaries {An Inconvenient Truth 
and The Yes Men) demonstrate, and stock icons of data visualization can be repurposed 
to stimulate public discussion for advocacy or acfivism. 

In the sixth chapter, 1 argue that for stakeholders inside institutional systems, e-mail 
would seem particularly well suited to the objective of policy change, since would-be 
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whistle-blowers intent on gaining attention could expose government corruption or 
avert disaster as quickly as possible. As a medium for instantaneous and intimate 
global communication, e-mail initially appears to be far superior to traditional epis¬ 
tolary discourse since letters are vulnerable to delays and acts of confiscation by hostile 
parties. Yet because the genre of e-mail is often perceived as closer to speech than to 
written communication, its juridical authority is undermined by its status as a virtual 
artifact, as I explain in the chapter "Whistle-Blowers." Ideally, e-mail would serve as 
electronic testimony but often it functions as mere evidence, if not hearsay. For 
example, when Time magazine named three women as its 2002 "Persons of the Year" 
as icons of public rhetoric, it is worth noting that not one of the featured whistle¬ 
blowers used e-mail as the primary vehicle for her well-publicized rhetorical acts. In 
fact. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) Special Agent Coleen Rowley devotes a sig¬ 
nificant section of her thirteen-page letter to Director Robert Mueller to critical 
metadiscourse about e-mail. It is also worth fully considering how e-mail exchanges 
involving Hurricane Katrina became ammunition in a battle of partisan politics and 
competing disclosures. However, e-mail is not the only Internet channel for whistle¬ 
blowing: I will also examine how online videos from services such as YouTube have 
served a whistle-blowing function for federal and state employees and how a very 
different social media platform at The Hub for the international group Witness is used 
to publicize human rights abuses. 

While the virtual state becomes increasingly associated with particular signifiers and 
conventional cliches in visual rhetoric, such as authorized brands or stock genres like 
the photo essay, netizens are appropriating that same iconography into subversive 
digital artworks and political satires, which include Web generators, Photoshopped 
images, photo mosaics, and remixed audio and video files. In "Submit and Render," I 
describe how these digital ephemera circulate in an unregulated gift economy. In par¬ 
ticular, I look at the story of Chris's Northwest Boarding Pass Generator, which was 
created to publicize a flaw in airport security procedures, but caused its creator to be 
investigated by federal authorities. These circuits of online political exchange are 
potentially subject to rules governing intellectual property and state-run procedures 
for authentification of documents and persons, and thus the status of these satires as 
constitutionally protected political speech may come into jeopardy. I also point out 
that perhaps the regulatory impulse is understandable, given that these forms of gift 
exchange not only make a mockery of official surveillance practices, but can also 
promote the development of Internet theaters of cruelty, in which disenfranchized 
political subjects can take revenge on the virtual bodies of the leaders of the body 
politic. 

The features of digital rhetoric can even be observed in institutional databases, 
which have long been recognized as aesthetic objects as well. The basic thesis for 
"Reading Room," based on my own research in European and American archives. 
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is that just as the physical building of a national library can serve as a tangible 
expression of political and cultural philosophy, a given digital library manifests ideo¬ 
logical features of the national legacy it preserves and disseminates electronically. For 
example, millennial discourses have influenced national library building projects in 
both physical and digital archives. However, a simple analogy between conventional 
and electronic spaces is inadequate, because national policies on digitizing documents 
and regulating access engender contradictory impulses in archivists and policy makers. 
Although critics like Lessig, Stallman, Warner, and Samuelson focus on the centrality 
of the right to read, the physical space of a document archive is actually constituted 
by prohibitions on reading. In the case of the Bibliotheque nationale France, the 
French government makes its digital collection widely and anonymously available, 
but closely surveils readers in its physical space. In contrast, the Library of Congress 
celebrates democratic access to its reading rooms and takes an open source approach 
to the collective labor of cataloging, but corporate business models for Web develop¬ 
ment undermine the authenticity of these rhetorical appeals to the public interest. 
Finally, the British Library offers an interface that emulates turning pages of rare tomes 
but comes late to prioritizing searchable text encoding. Alongside these three eminent 
national libraries, 1 consider how privately funded initiatives or those depending on 
user-generated content create alarm among those who champion public infrastructure. 
Now that Google Print and the competing efforts of Microsoft are appropriating the 
cultural work of the state archive and consigning it to the sphere of corporate priva¬ 
tization, it is important to reconsider the potential obligation of government agencies 
to the public for information access and look at the prehistory of utopianism, propri¬ 
etary technologies, and eventual obsolescence associated with efforts involving micro¬ 
filming and microprinting books and government documents. Futhermore, out of the 
news spotlight, smaller metadata factories are emerging all over the country, even in 
small New England towns like Chester, Vermont, to digitize important legislative 
documents and other historical records. 

After looking at how things are made public, 1 examine the competing trend to 
make things private by compartmentalizing certain forms of discourse as appropriate 
only for select professionals. In "Waiting Room" the topic is public health websites, 
educational CD-rom programs, videogames, and virtual reality simulations intended 
only for licensed practitioners. 1 consider how expertise is constituted in several 
computer-mediated projects being developed for medical providers and emergency 
first-responders with funding from government agencies. Many see this as a logical 
extension of work already being done with virtual reality in the training of medical 
doctors and public health workers to decrease the incidence of human error, with the 
aviation industry as a model of successful implementation. Because many of these 
projects simulate terrorist acts, 1 argue that such games and other learning environ¬ 
ments can also be read in the context of the genre of public risk communication. 
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which achieved particular importance after World War II during a period of heightened 
fear of nuclear attack by the Soviet Union. The Interactive Media Laboratory at Dart¬ 
mouth Medical School has been the flagship for research on these pedagogical applica¬ 
tions for virtual reality technology: their teams are producing both the Virtual Terrorism 
Academy and several software projects in the Virtual Clinic series. 

Finally, I close the book with a rare success story about the government as a digital 
media-maker by looking at the rhetorical techniques of the Jet Propulsion Laboratory 
QPL) Mars rover program. To understand the context for the emerging information 
culture that the JPL experience represents, I return to a prior historical moment from 
the period after World War II, when the U.S. government invested heavily in an emerg¬ 
ing discipline called "information science" and communications engineers were 
solving the technical problems that would make widespread access to television and 
eventually other digital video and audio networks possible. The Shannon and Wiener 
publications of 1948 and 1949 articulated the axioms underlying a new worldview 
based on probability, contingency, and information.^ This worldview also had ideo¬ 
logical consequences for language, rhetoric, politics, property, and gender, which still 
shape public culture today and in the near future. 

To research this book, I found myself in many wildly improbable situations for a 
bookish academic, which were far different from the elevated scenes of traditional 
oratory or poetic composition that I had studied in graduate school. At the huge video- 
game convention E3, which constructed temporary themed environments to showcase 
its newest products, I shuffled down the stairs of a gangster's mansion, was herded 
behind security doors for a top-secret military briefing, strolled down a bombed-out 
French street complete with "GLACES" signs, and stood gawking in front of a huge 
half-pipe as skateboarders whizzed by. At the Association for Computing Machinery's 
Special Interest Group on Graphics and Interactive Techniques (SIGGRAPH) computer 
graphics conference, I cuddled a projection of a deformed child, fished for virtual fish 
with a pole, played hopscotch across glowing squares, shouted at an eerily responsive 
magnetic sculpture, loitered about with people wearing glowing LED messages on vests 
that said "This is Crap" and "I Want to Fart," and waved a red/green paddle in an 
audience of hundreds of people to manipulate a massively multiplayer Etch-a-Sketch. 
I have worn immersive video head-mounted displays while balancing on a skateboard, 
riding a Humvee, exploring an abandoned house, shaking hands with a Japanese 
cyborg, and crawling through a sewer tunnel in an unnamed Eastern European city. 
I have played videogames involving speaking Arabic, decontaminating myself from 
radiation, leading a UN food aid mission, and balancing the French national budget. 
I have watched interactive video about removing gall bladders surgically and about 
having anonymous drug-addled sex with complete strangers. I have visited the web¬ 
sites of apocalyptic cults, racist hate-mongers, conspiracy theorists, seeming fronts for 
U.S. intelligence agencies, and the White House pastry chef. Through it all, thanks to 
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blogging during the book's progress, 1 have received tremendously useful feedback 
from both scholarly readers and members of the general public, along with impressive 
amounts of hate e-mail, much of which 1 answered personally with my best bureau¬ 
cratic politeness. 

This book is the result of dozens of interviews over the past ten years and many 
site visits and demos. 1 do not consider myself to be an ethnographer, but 1 do think 
that a certain amount of fieldwork is necessary to understand debates about digital 
design questions and the deliberative processes that may be obscured in the final 
electronic artifact presented to the public. To uncover this media archeology, inter¬ 
views with team members, observation of their rituals and practices, internal project 
documents, drafts of papers that may not have been ultimately published, and 
physical inspection of the site of collaborative sociality around technology can be 
essential to understanding how the end product on a computer screen may reflect a 
complex cultural conversation. In other words, 1 argue that it may be worth examining 
the electronic library that was not constructed, the official website that was allowed 
to go dead, the online federal training that was abandoned, or the military videogame 
that was radically changed in response to criticism when analyzing the discourses 
around the digital infrastructure of what Jane Fountain has dubbed "the virtual 
state."® 

This research is intended to bridge several fields that address the study of contem¬ 
porary electronic communication, ones that predictably often do not talk to each 
other. Rhetoric, Internet research, game studies, web design, information science, fair 
use and intellectual property law, and the study of popular culture as it relates to 
political discourse are all critical disciplines for this project. In writing this book, 1 
have participated in many cross-disciplinary conversations with academic colleagues 
and government officials, which 1 hope will be ongoing discussions long after its 
publication and in spite of inevitable changes in the current political climate. 

Although this is a political book, 1 don't want it to be a shrilly partisan one. If my 
critique of the virtual state seems to focus excessively on the recent Republican presi¬ 
dential administration, that is to some degree an accident of history, because the 
presidency of George W. Bush was also a time of tremendous elaboration and impro¬ 
visation in subversive communicative practices around politics and community in 
digital culture. Certainly, legislators on both sides of the aisle introduced and voted 
for new restrictive intellectual property regulations and unprecedented police powers 
of surveillance. Furthermore, many of the current policies restricting digital rights— 
ostensibly to protect children, reward innovation by established software manufactur¬ 
ers, or ensure the economic future of the entertainment industry—actually originated 
in the Clinton administration. 

Unfortunately, this regulatory impulse is dominating current political policy so 
that this virtualpolitik, as a new form of traditional Realpolitik, occupies itself with the 
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containment and fragmentation of competing digital communities to protect the 
short-term interests of the managers of fhe nation-state. It appears to be spurred by 
anxieties about the subversive potential of information culture to destabilize tradi¬ 
tional institutions of knowledge, and if focuses on common acfivifies of fhe contem¬ 
porary consumer-producer like file sharing, videogame play, and the use of social 
network sites.^ Of course, fhis policy approach also represents an indefinite postpone¬ 
ment of major instifution-building for electronic governance. As Peter Lyman has 
pointed out, during the 1980s and 1990s there were many metaphors of consfruc- 
fion—superhighways and libraries and other forms of public works.“ Now, by focusing 
on desfructive criminalify as the chief characferistic of digital culture, we miss what 
"piracy," "cheating," or "hacking" tells us about constituents' needs to shape their 
electronic identities to suit their personal politics and to have meaningful inferacfions 
wifh the virtual manifestations of the state. 

Without a serious commitment to institution-building, the virtual state is given little 
to do but surveil its citizens. This is a lost opportunity, as even the PEN experience 
shows. Today in Santa Monica, the many-to-many features of fhe old PEN have been 
absorbed info a fradifional government website devoid of interacfivify and electronic 
citizen participation. Although apparently some Santa Monica citizens still hold on 
to their individual PEN accounts for communicafion purposes, the city's Information 
Services Division, which hosts the last vestiges of PEN, publicizes video security initia¬ 
tives and the collection of web traffic sfatistics rather than opportunities to open new 
PEN accounts. To take part in city government requires face-to-face inferacfions to 
which there are many obstacles. To be heard, you have to locate the right hearing, 
come in person, wait in line, keep comments to the restricted number of minutes, 
and endure listening to possibly hours of city business unrelated to your personal 
concerns. Citizens can see a one-to-many netcast of city council and planning meet¬ 
ings, but they are no longer invited into chat rooms to converse with officials and 
each other. 

At the local level of the PEN case, it becomes clear that the practice of virfualpolitik 
and fhe forms of pseudoparticipafion thaf it substitutes for digifal communify repre¬ 
sents more than a simple reactionary response against new technologies and their 
related forms of political association. Elected officials could legitimafely claim thaf 
PEN produced a lot of anarchic discourse fhat made it impossible to get anything done 
and that the absence of face-fo-face communication contributed to a lack of political 
responsibility among constituents, and now that governments are digital media- 
makers themselves they must be in the uncomfortable position of anficipafing fhaf 
fheir messages may migrate and morph in ways they can not predict. 

I am claiming that the ideologies from which polifical sfrategies of virfualpolitik 
claim their legitimacy also have a long history in the Western rhetorical tradition. 
This is a book about public policy, but it is also a theoretical work that explores why 
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lawmakers and other stakeholders may have basic philosophical objections to these 
new social media. At the most fundamental level, for example, fhey may see fhese 
media as fhreatening fhe basic Plafonic disfinction befween appearance and realify 
upon which laws and political states are founded. However, 1 will argue that there are 
also several countertraditions in that same rhetorical history that address political 
participation and institutional memory, which could guide us forward in creafing a 
more inclusive and responsive virfual state. 



1 Digital Monsters: Show and Tell on Capitol Hill 


On the morning of Thursday, May 4, 2006, the United States House Permanent Select 
Committee on Intelligence held an open hearing entitled "Terrorist Use of the Inter¬ 
net." On the same day, just a few miles away in Alexandria, Virginia, convicted Sep¬ 
tember 11 conspirator Zacarias Moussaoui was to be sentenced to life in prison without 
the possibility of parole. The Intelligence committee meeting was scheduled in the 
Longworth Office Building, a Depression-era structure with a neoclassical facade, in 
Room 1302, a few doors down from where a series of Seth Eastman paintings of Native 
Americans from the nineteenth century had hung for many years. Because of a dys¬ 
functional Longworth elevator, some of the congressional representatives, including 
ranking minority member Jane Harman, had been delayed on their way to the meeting. 
During the testimony about the latest political applications for cutting-edge digital 
technology, the microphones periodically malfunctioned, and witnesses complained 
of technical problems several times. 

By the end of the day it seemed that what was to be remembered about the hearing 
was the revelation that terrorists were using videogames to recruit young jihadists. 
The Associated Press wrote a short, restrained article that only mentioned "computer 
games and recruitment videos" in passing, although it did give some column space 
to a distinctive digital hiccough allegedly used by the insurgents in their online mate¬ 
rials: "This crusade—crusade—crusade—is going to take awhile,' President Bush says 
in one video, edited to make him repeat the word 'crusade' six other times. 

Eager to have their version of the news item picked up, Reuters made videogames 
the focus of their coverage with a headline that announced, "Islamists using US 
video games in youth appeal." The article that followed, wriften by David Morgan, 
was quickly rerun by several Infernet news services, including Yahoo News} 

As in the Associated Press story, Reuters highlighted the sampling and remixing of 
fhe president's voice around the word "crusade." 

"I was just a boy when the infidels came to my village in Blackhawk helicopters," a narrator's 
voice said as the screen flashed between images of street-levei gunfights, explosions and helicop¬ 
ter assaults. 
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Figure 1.1 

The video by Sonicjihad. Courtesy of Sonlcjihad. 


Then came a recording of President George W. Bush's September 16, 2001, statement: "This 
crusade, this war on terrorism, is going to take a while." It was edited to repeat the word 
"crusade," which Muslims often define as an attack on Islam by Christianity.^ 

The Reuters story also described the deviousness of the country's terrorist opponents, 
who were now apparently modifying popular videogames through their digital wiz¬ 
ardry and inserting anti-American, pro-insurgency content. 

One of the latest video games modified by militants is the popular "Battlefield 2" from leading 
video game publisher Electronic Arts Inc of Redwood City, California. 

Jeff Brown, a spokesman for Electronic Arts, said enthusiasts often write software modifications, 
known as "mods," to videogames. 

"Millions of peopie create mods on games around the world," he said. "We have absolutely 
no control over them. It's like drawing a mustache on a picture." 

"Battlefield 2" ordinarily shows U.S. troops engaging forces from China or a united Middle 
East coalition. But in a modified video trailer posted on Islamic websites and shown to lawmakers, 
the game depicts a man in Arab headdress carrying an automatic weapon into combat with 
U.S. invaders.^ 

Although the Electronic Arts executive dismissed the activities of modders as 
a "mustache on a picture” that could only be considered little more than childish 
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vandalism of their off-the-shelf corporate product, others saw a more serious form of 
criminality at work. One Internet news service kept the opening warning that "makers 
of combat video games have unwittingly become part of a global propaganda cam¬ 
paign by Islamic militants to exhort Muslim youths to take up arms against the United 
States," but changed the title to emphasize enlisting enemy soldiers, from "Islamists 
using US video games in youth appeal" to "Islamic militants recruit using U.S. video 
games. Fox News retitled the story to stress the fact that the alert about technological 
manipulation was coming not only from government "officials" with general knowl¬ 
edge of public policy but also from recognized specialists in the antiterrorism surveil¬ 
lance field: "Experts: Islamic Militants Customizing Violent Video Games.'"* 

According to the news reports, the key piece of evidence before Congress was a film 
of recorded in-game play by "Sonicjihad," which—according to the experts—was 
widely distributed online. During the segment that most captured the attention of the 
wire service reporters, eerie music plays as an English-speaking narrator condemns the 
"infidel" and declares that he has "put a jihad" on them, as aerial shots move over 
flaming oil facilities and mosques covered with geometric designs. Suddenly a rocket 
is launched, a helicopter explodes, and the action accelerates. Much of the subsequent 
gameplay takes place from the point of view of a first-person shooter, seen as if through 
the eyes of an armed insurgent, but the viewer can also see third-person action in 
which the player appears as a running figure in a red-and-white checked keffiyeh, the 
head garb already associated by the mainstream news media with jihadists,^ who 
dashes toward the screen over the virtual terrain with a rocket launcher balanced on 
his shoulder. Significantly, another of the player's handheld weapons is a detonator 
that triggers remote blasts. As jaunty music plays, helicopters, tanks, and armored 
vehicles burst into smoke and flame.® There are no complicated rhetorical formulae 
to explain the causal rationalizations of a just war imbedded in the gameplay: excla¬ 
mations in Arabic are limited to simple phrases like "thank you" and "God is great." 
At the triumphant ending of the video, a green and white flag bearing a crescent is 
hoisted aloft into the sky. 

Within twenty-four hours of the sensationalistic news breaking, however, a group 
of Battlefield 2 fans were crowing about the idiocy of reporters.^ The gameplay footage 
wasn't from a high-tech modification of the software by Islamic extremists; it had 
been posted on a Planet Battlefield forum in December 2005 by a game fan, who 
had cut together regular gameplay with a Bush remix and a parody snippet of the 
soundtrack from the comedy film Team America}^ The voice describing the Black Hawk 
helicopters was the voice of Trey Parker of South Park cartoon fame. Much to Parker's 
amusement, even the mention of "goats screaming" did not alert spectators to the 
fact of a comic source.“ The man behind the "Sonicjihad" pseudonym was apparently 
a twenty-five-year-old hospital administrator named Samir, and what reporters 
and representatives saw was nothing more exotic than gameplay from an add-on 
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expansion pack of Battlefield 2, which—like other versions of the game—allows first- 
person shooter play from the position of the opponent as a standard feature, which 
fans of the actual game immediately realized. 

In an interview with the creator of the fan film, Sonicjihad reveals that much of 
the rest of the soundtrack came from the 1981 Anthony Quinn film Lion of the Desert}^ 
He describes himself as a largely secular, assimilated European Muslim of Moroccan 
extraction, reared in Holland. By his own account, he created what he considers to 
be primarily a low-tech homage to the experience of gameplay. Unlike the digitally 
composited smooth motion that correlates "different senses" that "simulate human 
experience," described in Lev Manovich's The Language of New Mediaf^ the Sonicjihad 
video is characterized by abrupt cutting and database-style montages made up of itera¬ 
tions of similar sequences—such as shots of different tanks exploding—from different 
times of day and even in night-vision mode, which are presented in discrete, mutually 
exclusive, spatially and temporally disjointed contexts. It draws attention to its status 
as a mediated artifact rather than immerses the viewer in an extremely realistic spatial 
experience. 

While Sonicjihad joins his fellow gamers in ridiculing the mainstream media in this 
early interview, he also expresses astonishment and outrage about a larger politics of 
reception. He argues that Reuters's media illiteracy potentially enables a whole series 
of category errors in which harmless gamers are demonized as terrorists. 

It wasn't intended for the purpose what it was portrayed to be by the media. So no, I don't regret 
making a funny video . . . why should I? The only thing I regret is thinking that news from 
Reuters was objective and always right. The least they could do is some online research before 
publishing this. If they label me al-Qaeda just for making this silly video, that makes you think, 
what is this al-Qaeda? And is everything aI-Qaeda?“ 

Although Sonicjihad dismisses his own work as "silly" or "funny," he expecfs consid¬ 
erably more from a credible news agency like Reuters: objective reporting, online 
research, and fact-checking before publishing. Certainly, almost all of fhe salient 
details in the Reuters story were incorrect. Sonicjihad's film was not made by terrorists 
or for terrorisfs; it was not created by "Islamic militants" for "Muslim youths." The 
videogame it depicted had not been modified by a "tech-sawy militant" with advanced 
programming skills. 

Of course, what is most extraordinary about this story isn't just that Reuters merely 
got its facts wrong; it is that a self-identified parody video was shown to an august 
House Intelligence Committee by a team of well-paid experts from the Science Applica¬ 
tions International Corporation as key evidence of terrorist recruitment techniques. 
Moreover, this story of media illiteracy unfolded in the context of a fundamental 
Constitutional debate about domestic surveillance via communications technology 
and the further regulation of digital content by lawmakers. Furthermore, the transcripts 
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of the actual hearing show that much more than simple gullibility or ignorance was 
in play, because legislators demonstrated that they actually were not naive about the 
cultural landscape of the Internet or digital media, although the witnesses who found 
the material may have been. Based on their exchanges in the public record, elected 
representatives appear to be keenly aware that the digital discourses of an emerging 
information culture are challenging the authority of long-standing institutions of 
knowledge. 

1 have named this principle of reaction virtualpolitik, one of fhe pragmatic, provi¬ 
sional political forces governing the virtual state. 1 argue that the peculiar behavior of 
legislators reflects the anxieties and defensive interests of traditional stakeholders 
engaged in governance, who are grappling with distributed networks and peer-to-peer 
forms of community organization that further destabilize an already fragmented 
representational structure. Certainly, fissures emerge during face-to-face political 
exchanges whenever issues are debated, thus solidifying forms of oppositional loyalty 
and closing opportunities for genuine deliberation across communities constituted 
by difference. Beyond party politics, public institutions have long contained many 
different cultures, and these cultures reflect particular ideologies about concepts like 
"freedom" or "honesfy" that are in turn shaped by factors like national, linguistic, or 
theological identity; societal attitudes about ownership and authorship; and cultural 
categories of gender, race, and class. The introduction of technology, from either the 
margins or the center of political deliberation, will not necessarily usher in a definitive 
era of a neutral technocratic public sphere, because pre-existing conflicts can actually 
be intensified when competing parties are no longer separated by time and space 
and their messages are condensed and expanded during the course of travel through 
possibly distorting, noisy, or overly constrictive channels for communication. 

Deconstructing the House Intelligence Hearing 

These hearings are symptomatic of a historical moment in which the transformation 
of traditional institutions by digital media in networked societies may no longer be 
hyped by the utopian or dystopian narratives of a decade ago, but emphatic declara¬ 
tions about prohibiting or stimulating specific discursive practices in this new public 
culture still occupy a prominent place at the podium, news desk, or official web portal. 
Furthermore, many civic institutions—government agencies, libraries, public universi¬ 
ties, and managers of common infrasfructure—have created virtual counterparts with 
many of the same rhetorical conventions or inverse forms of those very same rules. 
In other words, the official discourses of institutions that provide digital information 
often function like those of fhe traditional institutions of knowledge fhat they 
emulate. 
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This argument about the cultural conservatism of political institutions is designed 
to explain why policy makers' reactions to terrorists' use of networked communication 
and digital media actually tell us more about our own American ideologies about 
technology and rhetoric in a contemporary information environment. When the 
experts came forward at the Sonicjihad hearing to "walk us through the media and 
some of the products, they presented digital artifacts of an information economy, 
one mirroring many of the features of our own consumption of objects of electronic 
discourse, which are in turn easy to copy and distribute. Indeed, the word "products" 
appears twenty-two times in the hearings to describe jihadist materials, as though 
competing goods are at issue rather than competing ideologies. 

From this one hearing we can see how the reception of many new digital genres 
plays out in the public sphere of legislative discourse. Webpages, videogames, and web 
logs are mentioned specifically. The main architecture of the witnesses' presentation 
to the committee is organized according to the rhetorical conventions of the electronic 
slideshow, generally known by the trade name PowerPoint. Moreover, the actual 
arguments made by expert witnesses about the relationship of orality to literacy or 
of public to private communications in new media are highly relevant to how we 
might understand other important digital genres, such as electronic mail or text 
messaging. 

In Bruno Latour's tome on Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy, "making 
things public" in the visual culture of civic life means much more than the common 
idiomatic meaning that the phrase might suggest. Latour is also interested in exploring 
the broader, more traditional notion of res publica and considering how "things public" 
are literally constructed for and received by political audiences. Using the language of 
software development, Latour characterizes a range of political and scientific represen¬ 
tations, which are "representative" and "realistic" to varying degrees, as manifestations 
of what he calls "object-oriented democracy." Government websites, government- 
funded videogames and virtual reality simulations, national digital libraries and data¬ 
bases, e-mail to and from agency officials, and electronic slideshows by public 
representatives that employ new presentation technologies can similarly serve as 
"things public." They reveal conflicts and contradictions from which civilian voters 
and taxpayers are otherwise shielded. 

Latour is largely writing about civic spaces in the physical world, but his claims also 
have been adapted to virtual environments in which his catalog of manifestations of 
the public sphere emphasizes activities of deliberation and purposive communicative 
action. Hearings about the Internet and videogames put similar issues about the func¬ 
tion of political and civic rhetoric in the digital age on display, and publicly funded 
projects to create digital artifacts and architectures with hypertext or virtual reality 
environments can tell us a lot about how we construct shared truths about medicine, 
science, economics, government, or the arts. These new media may be showcased as 
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part of distracting political spectacles, or they may function to complement the tra¬ 
ditional tropes of the res publica. For example, digital documents, virtual objects, social 
puppets, built environments, navigable terrains, and perceptual spaces of computer¬ 
generated sites can take the user into the realm of public matters while also exploring 
the private spaces associated with certain forms of cultural intimacy and rituals of 
affiliation. 

The hearing also invites consideration of privacy, intellecfual property, and digital 
rights, because moral values about freedom and ownership are alluded to by many of 
the elected representatives present, albeit often through the looking glass of user 
behaviors imagined as radically Other. For example, terrorists are described as 
"modders" and "hackers" who subvert those who properly create, own, legitimate, 
and regulate intellectual property. To explain embarrassing leaks of infinitely replicable 
digital files, witness Ron Roughead says, "We're not even sure that they don't even 
hack into the kinds of spaces fhat hold photographs in order to get pictures that our 
forces have taken."'® Another witness. Undersecretary of Defense for Policy and Inter¬ 
national Affairs Pefer Rodman, claims that "any video game that comes out, as soon 
as the code is released, they will modify it and change the game for their needs."''' 
Thus the implication of these witnesses' testimony is that the release of code into the 
public domain can contribute to political subversion, as much as covert intrusion into 
computer networks by stealthy hackers can. 

However, the witnesses from the Pentagon and from the Science Applications Inter¬ 
national Corporation (SAIC), a government contractor, often present contradictory 
images of the terrorists. Sometimes the enemy is depicted as an organization of tech¬ 
nological masterminds, capable of manipulating the computer code of unwitting 
Americans and snatching their rightful intellectual property away; at other times 
opposing forces are depicfed as premodern and even subliterate political innocents. 
In contrast, the congressional representatives who are listening seem to focus on the 
similarities to rather than the differences from everyday American digital practices. 

According to the transcripts of this open hearing, legislators on both sides of the 
aisle express anxiety about domestic patterns of Internet reception. In their questions, 
lawmakers identify web logs (blogs) as a particular area of concern, because fhey are 
potentially destabilizing alternatives to authoritative print sources of information from 
established institutions. Representative Alcee Hastings (D-Florida) relates the polluting 
power of insurgent bloggers to that of influential American muckrakers from the politi¬ 
cal right: "And I might add—maybe my question is rhetorical—because, quite frankly, 
we have a lot of garbage on our regular mainstream news that comes from blog sites, 
that's—you know. Drudge ain't the truth every day when he writes something, and 
then it winds up becoming a story that does considerable damage."^" 

Representative Heather Wilson (R-New Mexico) also attempts to project a media- 
savvy persona by bringing up the "phenomenon of blogging" in conjunction with 


22 


Chapter 1 


her questions about the "hottest sites. Wilson clearly understands how Internet 
traffic can be magnified by cooperafive venfures among groups of ideologically like- 
minded content providers: "These websites, and particularly the most active ones, are 
they cross-linked? And do they have kind of hot links to your other favorite sites on 
them?"^^ 

Even the legislators' own webpages are electronic artifacts about which they are 
self-conscious, particularly when the demands of digital labor create disruptions 
in the smooth functioning of their duties as lawmakers. Representative Anna Eshoo 
(D-California) bemoans the difficulty of maintaining official congressional websites. 
As she observes, "So we are—as members, I think we're very sensitive about what's on 
our website, and if I retained what 1 had on my website three years ago. I'd be out of 
business. So we know that they have to be renewed. They go up, they go down, they're 
rebuilt, they're—you know, the message is targeted to the future. Certainly, congres¬ 
sional representatives recognize that their public presentation to their constituents 
and other interested parties now depends on these forms of new media display, par- 
ficularly as more Americans visit government websites after the September 11 attacks. 
Recent legislation actually requires federal elecfed representatives to publish informa¬ 
tion about gifts from contribufors on their own public sites, and this trend toward 
mandating public disclosure via official websites is likely to continue. 

In the wake of these hearings, I visited the websites of the House Permanent Intel¬ 
ligence Committee members and found a range of instifutional web sfyles. First, their 
chosen visual schemes did not reflect any set distinctions based on party affiliation, 
regional character, or gender. Second, they all used a personal photograph as part of 
fheir legislafive web identify, buf fhere weren't set rules about where that photograph 
should go. Despite interest in providing greater institutional uniformity in the gov¬ 
ernment's web presence, the legislative branch is allowed to personalize their members' 
sites. This heterogeneousness of organizafion and confent provides a challenge to 
semantic web experts who have attempted to aggregate this legislative data and index 
it with metadata, particularly when the user-generated content is so anarchic. 

Chairman Hoekstra's site uses established institutional color schemes and standard¬ 
ized design elements in a generic website with a children's page added as an append¬ 
age.“ Then ranking minority member Harman's site announces itself as a "Virtual 
Office” and uses a layout showing cutaway views of fhe privafe spaces of her public 
office, in which each room represents a realm of relevanf information for the visitor 
to explore.The rank-and-file committee members are a varied group who often adopt 
competing web design strategies. Despite her claim of regular updafing in her hearing 
comments. Representative Eshoo's site uses little dynamic content. Her navigation area 
is demarcated with stars, and the main field follows the impersonal e-newsletter format 
of many instifufional early adopters rather than an individuated, informal commen- 
fary style more characteristic of a blog.^® Congressman Hasting's site is perhaps the 
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Figure 1.2 

Home pages of the websites of members of the House Intelligence Committee. 
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most visually arresting from a web design standpoint: he uses gray rather than con¬ 
gressional blue, breaks up rectangular spaces with wavy lines, uses his own hand¬ 
writing as a design motif, and offers an exfroverted video greeting to wehsite visitors. 
In contrast. Congresswoman Wilson probably has the most impersonally designed 
page, one which appears to come from a corporate rather than a governmental 
weh style template. Her home page uses a lot of white space and a mustard palette 
divorced from the usual visual appeals to patriotism characteristic of political sites. 
Representative Thornherry's site emphasizes his electronic slideshow with a photo 
gallery,^^ Representative Tiahrt foregrounds a newsroll in a large font right helow his 
main banner,and Representative Silvestre Reyes points readers to his blog, which 
says nothing about the Sonicjihad hearing in the entry for that day.^^ Despite the fact 
that the design scheme of committee maverick Rush Holt (D-NJ) is remarkably staid 
and uses the same blue as many other legislators, the line of sighf info fhe opening 
photo on his home page is oriented so that the user seems to be seated at the table 
with Holt and his staff. Although such icons have already become institutional cliches. 
Holt's file folder tabs and prominently displayed open mailbox still suggest an imag¬ 
ined hands-on quality, allowing site visitors to feel as if they could leave mail or browse 
through the congressman's file cabinets without a policing receptionist or security 
guard to impede access to the information channel.Unlike Representative Harman's 
website, which emphasizes the presence of walls through cutaway diagrams. Repre¬ 
sentative Holt's site generally signals the absence of barriers to his legislative office. 

Of course, there is a single federal organization, Webcontent.gov, which provides 
guidelines about appropriate web design practices, such as avoiding the use of adver¬ 
tising or content that infringes on copyrighf law. Yet the aesthetic guidance offered 
on this site avoids being explicitly proscriptive, and even their sample templates are 
remarkably minimal on details.Furthermore, legislators may cast themselves as 
webmasters personally engaged in rebuilding and renewing their sites, yet clearly they 
are aware of fhe fact that they depend on the resources and expertise of web designers 
and site managers with organizational and specialized technical skills to produce and 
maintain the institutional sites that represent the ethos—the character or image of 
rhetorical credibility—of the legislators' political personae. For example, at one point 
Representative Wilson asks witness Rodman if he knows "of your 100 hottest sites 
where the webmasters are educated? What nationality they are? Where they're getting 
their money from?"^'’ In her questions, Wilson implicitly acknowledges that web work 
reflects influences from pedagogical communities, economic networks of the exchange 
of capital, and even potentially the specific ideologies of nation-states. 

It is perhaps indicative of the contractors' anachronistic worldview that the witness 
is unable to answer Wilson's question. He explains that his agency focuses on the 
physical location of the server or Internet service provider rather than the social back¬ 
grounds of the individuals who might be manufacturing objectionable digital texts. 
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The premise behind the contractors' working method—surveiling the technical appa¬ 
ratus, not the social network—may be related to other beliefs expressed by government 
witnesses, such as the supposition that jihadist websites are collectively produced and 
spontaneously emerge from the indigenous, traditional, tribal culture. Instead of 
assuming that Iraqi insurgents have analogous beliefs, practices, and technological 
awareness to those in first-world countries, the consultants characterize the population 
as childlike. 

Platonic Echoes 

Rhetoricians notice residual subtexts, particularly the persistent cultural standbys that 
date back to Plato. The witnesses' conjectures about competing cultures of orality and 
literacy can be analyzed to offer not only a more complete understanding of these 
particular hearings but also of the larger rhetorical environment around videogames 
and digital culture more generally. According to the experts before Congress, the 
Middle Eastern audience for these videogames and websites is inevitably infantilized 
because it is limited by membership in a preliterate culture that—like the emerging 
Internet society complementing its abortive cultural production—supposedly doesn't 
rely on knowledge that is archived in printed codices. 

Sometimes the witnesses before Congress seemed to be unintentionally channeling 
the ideas of the late literacy theorist Walter Ong about the "secondary orality" associ¬ 
ated with talky electronic media such as television, radio, audio recording, or tele¬ 
phone communication. Later followers of Ong extended this concept of secondary 
orality to hypertext, hypermedia, e-mail, and blogs since they also share features of 
both speech and written discourse. Although Ong's disciples celebrated this vibrant 
reconnection to a mythic, communal past in what Kathleen Welch calls "electric 
rhetoric,"^® the defense industry consultants express their profound state of alarm 
caused by the potentially dangerous and subversive character of this hybrid form of 
communication. 

The concept of an oral tradition is first introduced by the witnesses in the context 
of modern marketing and product distribution: 

The Internet is used for a variety of things—command and control. One of the things that’s 
missed frequently is how and—how effective the adversary is at using the Internet to distribute 
product. They're using that distribution network as a modern form of oral tradition, if you will. 
And we'll talk about oral tradition in a little while.^® 

Thus, although the Internet can be deployed for hierarchical command and control 
activities, it also functions as a highly efficient peer-to-peer distributed network for 
disseminating the commodity of information. The witnesses before Congress want to 
emphasize the latter, supposedly underreported feature, which they claim is "missed 
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frequently." Throughout the hearings, the witnesses imply that unregulated lateral 
communication among social actors who are not authorized to speak for nation-sfates 
or to produce legitimated expert discourses is potentially destabilizing to the existing 
political order. 

Witness Eric Michael later continues with his analysis of fhe oral tradition and the 
conventions of communal life in the Middle East to emphasize the primacy of speech 
in the collective discursive practices of this alien population: 

I'd like to point your attention to the media types and the fact that the oral tradition is listed 
as most important. The other media listed support that. And the significance of the oral tradition 
is more than just—it's the medium by which, once it comes off the Internet, it is transferred.^' 

Furthermore, this oral tradition can contaminate other media because it also functions 
as rumor, the traditional bane of the stately discourse of military leaders, which dates 
back to classical and early modern texts. 

The oral tradition now also has an aspect of rumor. A(n) event takes place. There is an explosion 
in a city. Rumor is that the United States Air Force dropped a bomb and is doing indiscriminate 
killing. This ends up being discussed on the street. It ends up showing up in a Friday sermon in 
a mosque or in another religious institution. It then gets recycled into written materials. Media 
picks up the story and broadcasts it, at which point it's now a fact. In this particular case that 
we were telling you about, it showed up on a network television, and their propaganda continues 
to go back to this false initial report on network television and continues to reiterate that it's a 
fact, even though the United States government has proven that it was not a fact, even though 
the network has since recanted the broadcast.*^ 

In this example, many-to-many discussion on the street is formalized into a one-to 
many sermon and then further stylized using technology in a one-to-many broadcast 
on network television in which propaganda that is "false" can no longer be disputed. 
This oral tradition is like digital media, because elements of discourse can be infinitely 
copied or recycled, and it is designed to reiterate content. Implicitly, the witnesses are 
arguing that authority structures depend on the work of published authors, which the 
oral tradition threatens. 

In contrast, Plato argues that it is literacy, not orality, which is the greatest threat 
to social and political norms by virtue of its alienation of words from authors. The 
author's potential absence from his own text means that written discourse cannot be 
always verified as coming from a credible source. In the Phaedrus, Plato explains why 
literacy is so subversive: 

The offspring of painting stand there as if they are alive, but if anyone asks them anything, they 
remain most solemnly silent. The same is true of written words. You'd think they were speaking 
as if they had understanding, but if you question anything that has been said because you want 
to learn more, it continues to signify just that very same thing forever. When it has once been 
written down, every discourse roams about everywhere, reaching indiscriminately those with 
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understanding no less than those who have no business with it, and it doesn't know to whom 
it should speak and to whom it should not. And when it is faulted and attacked unfairly, it always 
needs its father's support; alone, it can neither defend itself nor come to its own support.” 

While contemporary oral culture is considered to be infantilizing, according to the 
witnesses before the Intelligence Committee, by speaking through the persona of 
Socrates's Plato presents a different image from the ancient world in which the written 
text is personified as a parentless child.Socrates's skepticism about a society based 
on the written codex runs entirely counter to the interpretation of the paid consultants 
with their collection of jihadist digital materials. The witnesses before fhe Intelligence 
Committee elevate Western society on the grounds of ifs supposed foundations in 
authoritative and stable printed texts and tablets rather than transient and mutable 
oral utterances. Yet digital culture is capable of undermining this flattering picture of 
cultural superiority and toppling the existing hierarchy of knowledge. 

I am a rhetorician, which means that I both study and teach rhetoric. Despite the 
fact that rhetorical knowledge is the ostensible subject of this hearing, I cannot help 
but notice that my discipline also does not come off particularly well in this testimony, 
and that rhetoric is often associated with destructive countercultural forces. For example, 
witness Eric Michael explains the problem that rhetoric poses to national security: 

It's also the use of poetry, the use of language, the use of rhetoric, the use of imagery and meta¬ 
phor. When we translate their products into English, you lose the true impact. It's the difference 
between reading the Gettysburg Address in English and a paraphrased translation of it in another 
language. 

And they use this rhetoric to hammer home two big themes. The first is victimization, their 
grievances, why they fight; and the second one is a call to action, which is what they can do to 
respond to self-actualize themselves. And what I will argue to you and show you in the products 
that we're going to show you is that in terms of victimization, it is emotionally set up to evoke 
a response. They distort the truth, they use selective pieces of the truth, they assemble it in such 
a way that it is a distortion, or in some cases they create new truth. And they use that emotion 
then in call to action where they romanticize the struggle and turn it into the most important 
thing going on in the world today.^*’ 

Although the witness initially presents "rhetoric" as the use of particular figures of 
speech, which may be untranslatable and thus are culturally specific, he quickly moves 
away from relatively neutral commenting on the presence of discrefe tropes and topoi 
to outright castigation of fhe entire communicative mode. Rhetoric, he tells us, is 
designed to "distort the truth," because it is a selective assembly or a "distortion." 
Rhetoric is also at odds with reason, because it appeals to emotion and a romanticized 
Weltanschauung oriented around discursive configurations of "struggle." 

The film by Sonicjihad is chosen as the final clip by the congressional witnesses 
because it allegedly combines many different types of emotional appeal, and thus it 
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conveniently ties together all of the motifs and truisms that the witnesses present to 
the legislators about unreliable oral or rhetorical sources in the Middle East: 

And there you see how all these products are linked together. And you can see where the games 
are set to psychologically condition you to go kill coalition forces. You can see how they use 
humor. You can see how the entire campaign is carefully crafted to first evoke an emotion and 
then to evoke a response and to direct that response in the direction that they want.*' 

Jihadist digital products, especially videogames, are effective means of manipulation, 
the witnesses argue, because they employ multiple channels of persuasion and care¬ 
fully sequenced and integrated subliminal messages. 

To understand what rhetoricians call the larger "cultural conversation"*® of the 
hearing, it is important to keep in mind that this argument that games can psycho¬ 
logically condition players to be predisposed to violence is one that was important in 
other congressional hearings of the period, as well one that played a role in bills and 
resolutions passed by the full body of the legislative branch after an elaborate process 
of political deliberation. In the witness's testimony an appeal to anti-game sympathies 
at home is combined with critiques of closed antidemocratic systems abroad in 
which the circuits of rhetorical production and their composite metonymic chains 
are described as those that command users to produce specific, unvarying, robotic 
responses. 

Of course, there is nothing particularly new about many of the objections that 
Pentagon and SAIC witnesses lodge against rhetoric more generally. Emphasizing the 
craft of the wily rhetor and the somatic responses of a malleable audience have been 
standard cliches from the foes of the traditional arts of persuasion for centuries. Several 
of the accusations made against rhetoric during the hearing are the same ones empha¬ 
sized by the character of Socrates in Plato's dialogue Gorgias against the practices of 
the Sophists. For example, Plato compares rhetoric to "pastry baking," which serves 
as a form of "flattery" for "what's most pleasant at the moment." Unlike "justice," 
which serves the state's interests like "medicine," rhetoric only appeals to evanescent 
appetites. According to Plato, rhetoric is also a form of "cosmetics," which only attends 
to superficial improvement, unlike a useful cultural activity like gymnastics, and so is 
thus "mischievous, deceptive, disgraceful, and ill-bred," which cheats us "by means 
of shaping and coloring, smoothing out and dressing us, so as to make people assume 
an alien beauty and neglect their own."*^ 

However, this sharp criticism of the artful use of a "crafted" presentation style is 
ironic,®® given that the witnesses' compilation of jihadist digital material is in the form 
of a carefully structured PowerPoint presentation, one that is paced to a well-rehearsed 
rhythm of "slide, please" or "next slide" in the transcript. In fact. Congressman Tiahrt 
(R-Kansas) is so impressed with the rhetorical mastery of the consultants that he tries 
to appropriate it. For example, he reviews the text on the witnesses' electronic slides 
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in scrupulous detail. This allows for the following jihadist slogans to be included in 
the Congressional Record: "In Abu Ghraib they rape us every day. We have their bas¬ 
tards in our wombs. Most of us are pregnant," and "If they leave Iraq, we will find 
them and kill them."^' At one point Tiahrt expresses his wish to replicate particularly 
persuasive elements of the witnesses' presentation for his own purposes by having 
copies of their slides. As Tiahrt puts it, "Td like to get a copy of that slide sometime, 
because I don't think people realize the breadth and depth of this threat. This is a 
battle of cultures." Like many post-September 11 policy makers, Tiahrt alludes to 
Samuel Huntington's thesis about an inevitable "clash of civilizations" between the 
developed West and the Orientalist East,^^ which in the presenters' logic becomes a 
literate West and a preliterate digital East. By borrowing segments from the witnesses' 
rhetoric, Tiahrt plans to magnify this particular aspect of the threat to national secu¬ 
rity. Thus, in copying the slide, he actually would make their words distinctively his 
own by emphasizing a particular aspect of the consultants' message. 

From the hearing we also learn that the terrorists' websites are threatening precisely 
because they manifest a polymorphously perverse geometry of expansion. For example, 
one SAIC witness before the House committee compares the replication and elabora¬ 
tion of digital material online to a "spiderweb": 

The numbers and the—and the actual websites change from day to day. They come up and down, 
and so the researchers are constantly going back and looking at this iist of sites that they've got. 
Over the course of the last year and a half, we've been asked a couple times which websites we 
found to be most offensive; that iist will also change based on the material that's published. 
Perhaps the most interesting thing to do is watch a piece of materiai that is posted to one of the 
websites, and then it literally spiderwebs across the Web as other websites pick it up. And they 
are all interlinked. . . . Back to the previous comment I made: it's difficult, therefore, to determine 
if there's centrai coordination or not.®^ 

Eike Representative Eshoo's site, the terrorists' sites go up and down, but the consul¬ 
tant is left to speculate about whether or not there is any "central coordination" to 
serve as an organizing principle and to explain the persistence and consistency of 
messages despite the apparent lack of a single authorial ethos to offer a stable, human¬ 
ized point of reference. 

Experts and their Discourses 

In the hearing, the oft-cited solution to the problem created by the hybridity and 
iterability of digital rhetoric appears to be "public diplomacy." Both consultants 
and lawmakers seem to agree that the damaging messages of the insurgents must be 
countered with U.S.-sanctioned information,^^ and the phrase "public diplomacy" 
appears in the hearing seven times. However, witness Roughead complains that the 
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protean oral tradition and what Henry Jenkins has called the "transmedia" character 
of digital culture^^—which often crosses several platforms of traditional print, projec¬ 
tion, or broadcast media—stymies their best rhetorical efforts: "1 think the point that 
we've tried to make in the briefing is that wherever there's Internet availability at all, 
they can then download these—these programs and put them onto compact discs, 
DVDs, or post them into posters, and provide them to a greater range of people in 
the oral tradition that they've grown up in. And so they only need a few Internet sites 
in order to distribute and disseminate the message."^*’ 

As this book will show, public diplomacy is not the only example of a carefully 
produced, state-sanctioned multimedia campaign that manages digital content, as 
there are a number of alliances between what Jane Fountain has called the "virtual 
state" and the advertising and marketing industries that create and coordinate mes¬ 
sages. Social marketing, risk communication, and institutional branding occupy dif¬ 
ferent niches in this larger alliance between government and the persuasive industries. 
Many of these forms of discourse have research communities or academic centers 
devoted to their practices, and digital media are critical to their delivery strategies to 
the general population. Although SAIC specializes in the reception of information 
rather than its production, their paid consultants obviously benefited from a similar 
union of private enterprise and public interest upon which their claim to expertise 
about rhetoric is predicated. 

Amazingly, Representative Tiahrt commends not only the government's public 
diplomacy effort, but also argues for outright "propaganda" in an information war 
with jihadists, dictated by the spirit of populism and the mission of the founding 
fathers. 

The average citizen wants us to do something about this. And yet now we hear concerns about 
propaganda going on here in the United States government. There ought to be propaganda going 
on. We need to counteract this kind of blatant lies and misleading. 

And we've heard reference to our truth versus their truth. We believe there's a fundamental 
truth, and it's something that was laid out by our founding fathers and it's this nation's birth 
right, that we hold certain truths self-evident; that among these truths is that we're all created 
equal. And we consider them inalienable rights—the rights of life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness. And those things need to be talked about worldwide on the Internet.^' 

By making appeals to natural law that would contradict claims of relativism or com¬ 
peting truths, Tiahrt asserts that a "fundamental" set of epistemological values can be 
disseminated by the U.S. government to rebellious potential jihadists. He also ascribes 
the character of secondary orality to this affirmative, pro-U.S. use of the Internet, since 
these patriotic appeals can be "talked about worldwide." 

In some ways the people who did not speak at the hearing about how terrorists were 
using the Internet were just as significant as those who did. Specifically, a number of 
non-governmental freelance groups with well-articulated web and mainstream media 
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presences were not represented at the hearing. The SITE Institute, Global Security, and 
a number of other politically center-right Internet monitoring organizations were not 
invited to speak, despite extensive media coverage of their investigative activities. In 
the weeks and months that followed the hearing, there were long profile pieces about 
these online international detectives in publications such as the New York Times and 
the New Yorker.^^ 

Perhaps the most obviously politically motivated omission was the absence of rep¬ 
resentatives from The International Crisis Group, such as spokesperson Robert Malley; 
only a few months earlier the Crisis Group had released a much-publicized report 
about jihadist Internet rhetoric that was also highly critical of the U.S. government. 
This report similarly comments on the transmedia capabilities of jihadists with access 
to sophisticated digital tools and production facilities, the rapid dissemination of 
messages, and the use of Internet servers that protect the anonymity of insurgent 
sympathizers. However, the Crisis Group report "In Their Own Words: Reading the 
Iraqi Insurgency" reaches a very different conclusion than does the SAIC witnesses' 
PowerPoint presentation, despite access to very similar evidence on the World Wide 
Web. First of all, the Crisis Group argues that the spokespersons of anti-occupation 
forces are a more serious threat because they have an inherent linguistic advantage: 
namely, there are more English speakers among their staffs than there are Arabic 
speakers among their U.S. counterparts. Thus, insurgents are able to respond verbally 
to events in the theater of combat or statements from U.S. or British policy makers 
much more rapidly than are their Western equivalents.^^ Much of the opposition's 
rhetorical efficiency has to do with quick turnaround time in Arabic-English or 
English-Arabic translation, a problem with which U.S. intelligence and public diplo¬ 
macy experts continue to struggle as a result of the persistent shortage of speakers 
of Arabic and other Middle Eastern languages on U.S. government payrolls. Second, 
the Crisis Group also points out that the jihadists were very conscious of their 
audiences and would immediately change their rhetorical strategy if a particular 
approach, such as showing graphically violent filmed segments of the beheading of 
hostages on the Internet, was alienating their core viewership. Third, the Crisis Group 
report insists that the actions of U.S. forces are often perceived as being at odds with 
their words, thus minimizing the impact of their public diplomacy efforts. Because 
the Crisis Group was on record saying that human rights abuses and civil liberties 
violations committed in the name of the U.S. government had to end in Iraq in order 
to deprive the enemy of their chief rhetorical asset, it is not surprising that they were 
excluded from a panel for which the focus was continuing surveillance, not policy 
change. 

The transcript also reveals that the members of the House Intelligence Committee 
were not, in fact, the original intended audience for the witnesses' PowerPoint pre¬ 
sentation. Rather, when it was first created by SAIC, this "expert" presentation was 
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designed for training purposes for the troops on the ground, who would he facing 
the challenges of deployment in hostile terrain.According to the witnesses, having 
the slideshow showcased before Congress was something of an afterthought. Yet 
SAIC and Pentagon witnesses apparently seized the opportunity to repurpose their 
electronic presentation to appeal to multiple decision makers in different branches of 
government. 

Rep. Silvestre Reyes (D-TX): Thank you, Mr. Chairman. 

And thank you for sharing the presentation with us. Tm curious, has this presentation heen 
seen—or have you shared it with the leadership of DOD, leadership of the intelligence commu¬ 
nity from the National Director of Intelligence on down? 

Mr. Rodman: Yes, we have. I mean, it was developed for the Marine Corps, as we mentioned. 
But in recent weeks we've shared it with the State Department, Karen Hughes. 1 called Mike 
Hayden to let him know about it, and we provided the briefing to some people at the Open 
Source Center. So it is available. And within DOD, as 1 mentioned at the beginning, it's available 
to other units— 

Rep. Reyes: Has the Secretary of Defense seen this? 

Mr. Rodman: No, 1 don't believe he has seen it.'"' 

Rodman's mention of Karen Hughes, the Undersecretary for Public Diplomacy, 
acknowledges the connection between intelligence, training, and nationalistic public 
relations efforts. The Open Source Center that Rodman mentions is a federal organiza¬ 
tion with a password-protected site; it provides information in the form of "foreign 
media reporting and analysis" from print and digital media to "policymakers, govern¬ 
ment institutions and strategic partners.'"’^ This information may be politically sensi¬ 
tive, but it is not technically secret because it has been published on paper or on the 
World Wide Web. SAIC has also extensively marketed its expertise in this open source 
area by dramatically using domestic examples from Internet datasets that reveal warn¬ 
ings about potential employee, school, or community mayhem from messages on 
blogs and social network sites.“ 

To maintain a share of the government market, SAIC also employs publicity and 
promotion practices through the Internet and digital media. They use HTML webpages 
for this purposes, as well as PowerPoint presentations and online videos. The rhetoric 
of the SAIC website emphasizes their motto "From Science to Solutions." After a short 
Flash film about how SAIC scientists and engineers solve "complex technical prob¬ 
lems," the visitor is taken to the home page, which re-emphasizes their central message 
about expertise.'’^ The maps, uniforms, and specialized tools and equipment depicted 
in these opening webpages reinforce an ethos of professional specialization that is able 
to respond to multiple threats posed by the global war on terror. Although the SAIC 
corporation emphasizes U.S. nationalism in many of its digital appeals, a tab for 
SAIC EUROPE is always visible to serve as a reminder that this is a multinational 
company. 
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A promotional video on the website demonstrates the company's attention to the 
careful orchestration of multimedia elements and the conventions of corporate rhe¬ 
torical styles.*’^ The film opens with a desolate, windy moonrise that is interrupted by 
the sound of boots on the ground. During the course of less than two minutes, the 
company film provides what appears to be a comprehensive overview of its corporate 
services: "Research and Development," "Commercial Services," "Systems Engineering 
and Integration," "Homeland Security," "Intelligence," "Logistics," and "Defense 
Transformation." The entire presentation is orchestrated to stirring music, and a new 
melody in a new key is introduced during the "Intelligence" section so that the emo¬ 
tional appeals of the video are conveyed through auditory as well as visual means. At 
one point during the montage of images, fhe American flag transforms into the SAIC 
flag so that the symbols of patriotism and corporate brand identity are merged. At the 
end, the film returns to soldiers in uniform, this time focusing on their faces rather 
than on their feet, before cutting away to a shot of fhe earth from space. 

However, even as the hearings were taking place, not all of the representatives were 
accepting the authority of the SAIC analysis. Although he may have been the lone 
voice of frank and somefimes strident dissent. Congressman Rush Holt openly criti¬ 
cized the way that many domestically produced videogames presented the political 
enemies of fhe United States as dehumanized virtual objects to be destroyed, and 
attempted to undermine the holier-than-thou position of U.S. invesfigators looking 
at foreign-made digital media. 

Rep. Holt: Okay. I guess, you know, as I look at computer games that are out there, I don't think 
of them as our finest and proudest output. I'm wondering, are U.S. computer games regarded in 
some cases as anti-Muslim and supporting a crusading point of view? Is there commentary on 
U.S. computer games and that sort of thing? 

Mr. Rodman: I think I would have to go back and say that we're looking at computer games 
that are being used for development of materials on the web, and we don't actually spend a lot 
of time looking at— 

Rep. Holt: But if you're looking—if I may jump in here, you're looking at how the United States 
is portrayed. 

Mr. Rodman: Yes. 

Rep. Hpit: And one of the ways that I suspect they might present deleterious information is by 
saying, "Look, here in the United States the kids are playing games that are anti-Muslim or cru¬ 
sading." And I'm just wondering if you see that kind of presentation.'’*’ 

Representative Holt points out that the recycling of digital content in the Islamic 
world may actually involve the repurposing of fhe norms of already violent commer¬ 
cial videogames from the West. Holt also may have been aware that some of this 
violent digital content in commercial games glorifying battlefield violence originally 
was produced for military training in games and simulations. As Gonzalo Frasca 
argues, videogames, such as the recruitment game America's Army, could even be taken 
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as a form of polifical propaganda fhat celebrates a particular form of allegiance to what 
Holt characterizes as "crusading" political and cultural violence.'*^ The counterargu¬ 
ment that military recruitment videogames are providing Frank Capra-style persuasive 
and patriotic information and entertainment for the digital generation still acknowl¬ 
edges that these games only allow for one possible ideological orientation, whether 
in attack or defense mode, that of a U.S. uniformed soldier.“ 

Close reading of the transcript reveals that other legislators were expressing some 
skepticism about the authority and infallibility of the SAIC experts. With search engine 
technology available to regular citizens, access to specialized knowledge about arcane 
subcultures once far removed by geography no longer seems to be the exclusive 
purview of trained professionals. Expert amateurs can also gather useful intelligence, 
particularly from online sources. At one point Representative Eshoo observes, "Well, 
I mean, you can Google, too, and see what's there.In retrospect, her comment 
becomes particularly ironic, because Sonicjihad later points out that a simple Google 
search would have correctly identified both the benign source and the jocular charac¬ 
ter of his Battlefield 2 fan film, had the government authorities bothered with such a 
prosaic approach to basic intelligence-gathering. Although the witnesses describe a 
daunting monitoring task for keeping track of proliferating jihadist sites, legislators 
seem to have difficulty accepting the impossibility of surgical strikes on the network 
or useful data-mining operations to identify suspects, given the importance of particu¬ 
lar nodes where large and consequently vulnerable servers are located.^® 

Furthermore, the use of statistical hyperbole by the SAIC team may have made the 
witnesses vulnerable to suspicion from potential naysayers. One witness defends the 
slippery numbers to an inquisitive Eshoo at one point: "The numbers that we used, 
our initial list was 200, it grew to 550, and as I said, we're now to 1,500 that we sort 
of track on a regular basis.Eventually, the number at issue grows to 5,000 in the 
witnesses' testimony. 

Despite her pro-administration Republican political identity. Representative Wilson 
is especially persistent in asking for specific web traffic information of the kind com¬ 
monly tracked by network administrators in both the public and private sectors, such 
as the country of origin of visiting IP addresses or the discrete number of unique page 
visits recorded. Despite the astronomical number of sites that SAIC contractors claim 
to be monitoring, Wilson still insists on the utility of concrete metrics and urges them 
to winnow down the numbers to achieve measurable goals. She appears to grill the 
witnesses at one point: "I—have you in your research identified where the servers are? 
If you take—I know you've got 5,000 websites, but if you—you said you've got between 
25 and 100 that are the most active and the most virulent. Where are their servers 
located?"^^ 

However, other lawmakers accept the hyperbolic statistics from SAIC at face 
value and even encourage the numbers to be magnified. For example. Representative 
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Tiahrt makes the quantities comparatively even larger by minimizing the number of 
"moderate" oppositional sites and depicting a vast galaxy of anti-American Internet 
opinion. 

Rep. Todd Tiahrt (R-KS): Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Thank you for holding these hearings. I 
think a lot of people were nof aware that this was out there in the universe, in the Internet. And 
so it's very important that we talk about this. I heard earlier in testimony that you believe there's 
somewhere between 1,500 and 5,000 of these websites out there that are put out by this radical 
form of Islam. Is that the range we're talking about in the universe? 

Mr. Rodman: I think the total range we're talking about of sites that we would consider to be 
hostile is over 5,000. And the 1,500—(Inaudible)—the number of sites—(inaudible). 

Rep. Tiahrt: If somebody was to go explore the universe of these websites, would they come 
across the website that appears to be in this same vein but is instead a voice of moderation? And, 
if so, how many would they stumble across in the 5,000-plus websites? 

Mr. Rodman: There are—in the web forums that we look at, there are people who do sign on 
who will provide some points of moderation. 

Rep. Tiahrt: What percentage would you guess? 

Mr. Rodman: I don't have that answer for you. Tm sorry. 

Rep. Tiahrt: I mean, is it matched one for one, for every—(inaudible)—negative? 

Mr. Rodman: Definitely not. 

Rep. Tiahrt: Is It one for 100, one for 1,000, one for 5,000? It's not very much. 

Mr. Rodman: A very small amount. 

Rep. Tiahrt: Very small amount. 

The number "5,000" is soon elevated to "5,000-plus" by Tiahrt, and the word "uni¬ 
verse" is repeated three times to express the enormity of the project with which SAIC 
grapples. By emphasizing incommensurability of scale, Tiahrt also attempts to deepen 
the audience's appreciation of the government's limited understanding of what he 
considers to be an incomprehensible jihadist Internet Sublime that verges on the sta¬ 
tistically infinite. Thus, "moderate" parts that might be comprehensible to a layperson 
may be encountered when we "come across" or "stumble across" them, but they 
poorly represent the gigantic whole. 

Three weeks after this congressional hearing, Reuters ran another story about 
Sonicjihad/Samir's videogame. The story, "Dutch gamer's clash with U.S. govern¬ 
ment," continued to repeat claims that the game-play footage fosters oppositional 
rhetoric, and it even seemed to allude to the language of Huntington's "clash of civi¬ 
lizations" in its title. However, Samir himself—who Is described by the reporter as a 
"clean-cut youth" interviewed at a Burger King over fries and a milkshake—obviously 
doesn't merit the title of terrorist.Samir asserts again that "it was just for fun, nothing 
political," and that his footage is not a "serious game" intended for education or 
indoctrination: "It has nothing to do with recruiting people or training people." 
Nonetheless, the new Reuters story continues to validate the view that Samir's game 
feeds an agenda of violence and propaganda: " 'You can see where the games are set 
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to psychologically condition you to go kill coalition forces,' said Eric Michael of 
Science Applications International, which is being paid $7 million by the Defense 
Department to monitor 1,500 militant websites.Although Reuters uses a lower 
number of "militant" sites than the 5,000 emphasized by Tiahrt and implicitly 
acknowledges the pressure for measurable intelligence results in return for the SAIC 
employees' high salaries, the witnesses' testimony is still given a weight of expertise 
and the concept of videogames as a form of psychological conditioning is 
reiterated. 

By June 26, 2006, the incident finally was being described as a "Pentagon Snafu" in 
connection with the online video edition of Nightline from ABC News.^^ From the 
opening of the broadcast, established government institutions were put on the spot: 
"So, how much does the Pentagon know about video games? Well, when it came to 
a recent appearance before Congress, apparently not enough."^*’ In reporter Jake 
Tapper's coverage, the very language about "experts" that was highlighted in the 
earlier coverage is repeated in mockery. Although the obscured face of Sonicjihad/ 
Samir on the Nightline webcast continues to confer upon him an air of criminality, the 
chief talking head in the segment is "independent expert" Ian Bogost of the Georgia 
Institute of Technology, who has studied the rhetoric of persuasive games in depth. 

If the Pentagon's experts deride the legitimacy of rhetoric as a cultural practice, 
Bogost occupies himself with its defense. In his book. Persuasive Games: The Expressive 
Power of Videogames, Bogost draws upon the authority of the "2,500 year history of 
rhetoric" to argue that videogames represent a significant development in that 
history. 

I will attempt to articulate a new form of the art of persuasion that is distinct from both verbal 
and visual rhetoric. 1 call this form procedural rhetoric, the art of persuasion through rule-based 
interactions rather than words or Images. This new form of persuasion is deeply tied to the core 
affordances of the computer: running code. But unlike some forms of computational persua¬ 
sion ... 1 argue that videogames have a unique persuasive power. Not only can they support 
existing social and cultural positions (the purpose of so-called "serious games"), but also they 
can disrupt and change these positions themselves, leading potentially to significant and rapid 
social change.^^ 

Given that Bogost and his Water Cooler Games web log coeditor Gonzalo Frasca were 
actively involved in the detective work that exposed the depth of professional incom¬ 
petence involved in the government's lineup of witnesses, it is appropriate that Bogost 
is given the final words in the segment, which call upon the ethical obligations of a 
collective "we." As Bogost says, "We should be deeply bothered by this. We should 
really be questioning the kind of advice that Congress is getting."^® 

On the Nightline segment. Pentagon spokesman Daniel Devlin is still arguing that 
secondary audiences seek out content that gratifies their violent urges. He points out 
that Samir's Battlefield 2 footage was discovered on insurgent websites and thus was 
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evidence of related criminal intent: "They are on hostile wehsites. That's where we 
found them, and that's all the research team is looking for."^^ In response to Devlin's 
assertions that intention can be construed relative to its audience rather than to its 
author, Sonicjihad/Samir points out that a "ten-year-old kid" could do a "Google 
search" to discover the original audience and motivation behind the video, thus 
repeating his initial contention that a lack of online research skills was a core problem 
for Congress, as it was for the Reuters reporter.®” Of course, Samir continues to protest 
that his game doesn't deserve any status as a rhetorical object in the Nightline segment, 
and the game-play's persuasive content is also downplayed by reporter Tapper as "not 
an advertisement for anything."®^ But those interested in a rhetorical reading of this 
particular form of cultural software might not accept Samir's claim of total ideological 
and communicative neutrality. 

Indeed, some educational specialists praise games like Battlefield 2 precisely because 
they allow players to assume the identity of other political and social actors, even 
when that identity position might be conventionally seen as an opponent or enemy 
position. For example, literacy theorist James Paul Gee has defended the pedagogical 
opportunities in even widely reviled first-person-shooter games by pointing out how 
they manifest situated learning in semiotic domains that encourage risk-taking, dis¬ 
covery, and the transfer of acquired skills. In his reflections about what he learned 
from playing as the malevolent "Shadow" in Sonic Adventure 2, Gee points out the 
value of more complicated "cultural models," even if they entail a recognition of moral 
ambiguity: "Of course, video games are just as easy to design to allow you to play a 
sinner as a saint. Indeed, this fact has generated a good deal of controversy. While the 
video game world is replete with heroes who destroy evil, it also contains games where 
you can be a mob boss, a hired assassin, or a car thief. "®^ 

Because these games present villains as well as heroes, the domestic production of 
videogames is always potentially regulated, especially in the environment surrounding 
the Sonicjihad hysteria. Just two weeks after Samir's montage of game-play was shown 
to Intelligence Committee members, the House unanimously voted in favor of H.R. 
1145, the SAFE Rating Act, a bill to ban the sale of violent and sexually explicit 
videogames to minors. Congressional legislation designed to limit consumption of 
videogames, particularly by the young, has included a number of distinct bills: the 
Truth in Video Game Rating Act, the Video Games Ratings Enforcement Act, the 
Family Entertainment Protection Act, and the Video Game Decency Act of 2006. 

The Children's Crusade 

Certainly, consternation over the youth of potential consumers of anti-American 
multimedia punctuated the May 4 hearing. The tender age of seven was mentioned 
several times as if it described a major sector of the potential audience for jihadist 
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Internet materials. Even nominal critics of administration policy seemed to accept the 
legitimacy of cultural norms about reaching an acceptable age of media majority when 
it comes to online participation. For example, Representative Hastings claims that "on 
the Internet a child can learn how to make a bomb,"®^ and Representative Harman 
makes an explicit play to the paternalism and maternalism of legislators by commend¬ 
ing the witnesses and saying, "Peter, to the extent that you can share with us what 
you're doing about this, it would be helpful and finally—we're all parents here, and 
some of us are even new grandparents—the comment made that the target audience 
is 7 or perhaps younger than 7 is truly chilling, so if you could include that in your 
response. I'd appreciate it."®^ 

The rhetoric surrounding the concept of a "child-safe" Internet has a history of 
legislative consequences in the past decade.®^ In July 2005, both the Senate and the 
House passed resolutions urging the Federal Trade Commission to investigate the 
rating of the videogame Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas —a rating making it accessible 
to minors—as a case of possible fraud.®'’ These sentiments about digital threats to 
children date back to what the Clinton White House called a "Family Friendly Inter¬ 
net,"®^ which was the motivating factor behind the Children's Online Privacy Protec¬ 
tion Act of 1998,®® which is still struggling to overcome Constitutional challenges, 
though it continues to drive legislative agendas today.®" 

Plato similarly privileges the interests of the young in the regulation of culfural 
media. He argues in The Republic that dangerous forms of public discourse—like 
immoral tragedies or chaotic epics—can corrupt the polis, the Athenian city-state, by 
encouraging imitative behavior among immature members of sociefy who may be 
moved by virtual spectacles, mere imitations of imitations. By arguing in favor of 
having a virtuous philosopher-king banish corrupting poets, Plato prefigures many of 
the same arguments appearing in congressional transcripts concerning the fear that 
terrorists and pedophiles were using the Internet too freely. As Plato puts it, "And in 
the case of sex, anger, and all the desires, pleasures, and pains that we say accompany 
all our actions, poetic imitation has the very same effect on us. It nurtures and waters 
them and establishes them as rulers in us when they ought to wither and be ruled, 
for that way we'll become better and happier rather than worse and more wretched.""® 
Similarly, legislators argue that children exposed to violent or sexual content from 
virtual environments risk becoming damaged citizens of the state. 

Just as regulating the behavior of foreigner enemies reflecfs fears about irresponsible 
domestic use, attempts to constrain the behavior of pedophiles actually may some¬ 
times tell us more about legislators' anxieties about the communicative powers of the 
young themselves. The day before fhe House Intelligence Hearing about Sonicjihad, 
there was a hearing in the Rayburn Office Building on "The Sexual Exploitation of 
Children over the Internet: What Parents, Kids and Congress Need to Know About 
Child Predators." The May 3 hearing was convened by the Subcommittee on Oversight 
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and Investigations from the Committee on Energy and Commerce. It was the third 
hearing on the subject of how sexual predators use technology to prey upon their 
victims, and it was assembled in a more capacious room than the Sonicjihad hearing. 
The room was even equipped with a semicircle of fixed leafher chairs that contributed 
to an environment suggesting ceremonious deliberation rather than a mere prelimi¬ 
nary briefing. 

Although generally the discourse about pedophiles necessarily excludes children 
themselves, because it is assumed to be preferable to shield the young from objection¬ 
able content, some minors outside the regular circuits of adult rhetorical production 
are deemed capable of bearing wifness in the public sphere by virtue of personal first¬ 
hand experience with victimization.^^ The star witness for the day was Russian former 
orphan Masha Allen, whose story may be as much about the failure of the social safety 
net that allowed her to reside with an adoptive father with a history of abuse as if is 
abouf the traffic of images of exploited children on the Internet.In the webcast of 
the hearing, young Masha makes a compelling witness in favor of focusing on cyber¬ 
regulation. Her occasional awkwardness as a speaker seems only to enhance her cred¬ 
ibility. In the videotaped record, her hair is pulled back by a large barrette, and she 
peers through off-kilter glasses at the prepared comments she is holding. She is dressed 
like a typical teenager in an informal scalloped white top, pink button-down sweater, 
and simple necklace and earrings. Yet she speaks fluently and expertly in this high- 
pressure rhetorical situation. 

"You have to do something about the Internet," Masha insists.This order to legis¬ 
lators for acfion reflects her confidence in the government's ability to effect dramatic 
change and solve complex problems. She compares overcoming the technological 
challenges of surveiling illegitimate online exchanges to the scientific and territorial 
accomplishments of fhe space program. As Masha declares, "If we can put a man on 
the moon, we can make the Internet safe for kids."^^ 

Although this request may seem patently unrealistic to anyone who understands 
how a global distributed network operates, Masha asserts her authority from the 
standpoint of victimization and comes off as an articulate and credible spokesperson 
nonetheless.^^ She begins her narrative with her life in Russia, depicting an alcoholic 
mother who tries to kill her, followed by misery in an insfitutional orphanage where 
the other children are themselves abusers and thieves.^*’ After arriving in the United 
States, she describes an isolated life of captivity, starvation, sexual assault, and humili¬ 
ation with her adoptive abuser, in which her tormentor kept her physically prepubes- 
cent: "the size of a five year old when I was ten."^^ She only begins fo stammer once, 
over the question of how "any could let a pedophile adopt a little girl," because the 
phrasing was mistyped in her printed statement.^® As Masha points out, much of the 
adoption procedure, including her abuser's selection of her from phofographs of 
potenfial candidafes for adoption, took place online. In some of the digital images 
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supplied by the orphanage to her abuser via the Internet Masha says she was naked. 
Like the terrorists who change the names of their operations and move to other web¬ 
sites, the adoption agencies that handled cases like Masha's are represented as roving 
entrepreneurs in perpetual flux. 

It is interesting to note that traditional mass media channels are shown as consider¬ 
ably less threatening than the distributed networks of the Internet in Masha's dis¬ 
course. For example, Masha says that television exposure was considerably less 
traumatic: "A lot of people are surprised that I wanted to go public with my story. But 
I've been on the Internet since I was five years old. Going on a television show wasn't 
going to hurt me."“° In other words, her message is that broadcast media do not make 
children vulnerable in the way that online communication does. 

Criminalizing File-Sharing Practices 

Surprisingly, this hearing is as much about the rhetoric of illegally downloading copy¬ 
righted music as it is about child pornography on the Internet. Before the committee. 
Congressman Phil Gingrey, M.D. of Georgia argues for the updating of a "twenty-year- 
old civil statute" with Masha's Law: 

Current civil law allows victims of child sexual exploitation to recover damages of no less than 
$50,000. However, federal copyright law provides statutory damages of no less than $150,000 to 
be awarded to the copyright holder when a song is illegally downloaded from the Internet. 
Masha's Law allows the civil remedy for the dissemination of child pornography to be equal to 
other illegal downloads.'”' 

The Kerry-Isakson bill that takes up "Masha's Law" in the Senate also makes explicit 
the connection between downloading music and viewing child pornography. On 
Senator John Kerry's website, in a press release on how "Downloaded songs carry a 
penalty three times greater than exploited children," he exclaims "It's wrong that we 
have tougher penalties for downloading music than for downloading sick images of 
infants and children."'”^ 

Masha herself serves as an advocate for this equation of unauthorized online behav¬ 
iors in her testimony before fhe committee: 

Usually, when a kid is hurt and the abuser goes to prison, the abuse is over. But because Matthew 
put my pictures on the Internet the abuse is still going on. Anyone can see them. People are still 
downloading them—we get notices from the FBI every time someone is arrested for it. I want 
every single one of them to go to jail and really be punished. But that's a problem too. 

I found out last summer that if someone downloads a song off the Internet the penalty is three 
times worse than if someone downs child pornography. I couldn't believe it! How can this be? 
That's when I decided that we had to change the laws about downloading child porn. Senator 
Kerry and Senator Isakson and Congressman Gingery and Congressman Tierney Introduced bills 
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in Congress that make the penalty the same as downloading songs. That was a few months ago. 
There hasn't been a vote on it. I want every single member of Congress to sponsor these bills 
and 1 want the Congress to pass them right away. 

Despite these expressions of impatience with the progress of elected representatives 
on passage, her desire for speedy legislative action was ultimately gratified. Masha’s 
Law became law on July 27 that same year, as part of the omnibus Adam Walsh Child 
Safety and Protective Act, which passed both houses of Congress unanimously. 

In her essay "Surfin' the Net: Children, Parental Obsolescence, and Citizenship," 
Sarah Banet-Weiser has argued that it is children's technological competence and the 
associated fear of parental obsolescence that spurs constituents' fear of and hostility 
toward the online cultural practices of the young. She points out that the ideology of 
the sexually innocent child who is also disengaged from productive participation in 
corporate capitalism can be historically situated as a relatively recent phenomenon, 
as Michel Foucault, Philippe Aries, and other theorists grappling with the history of 
the institution of childhood in relation to sexuality and death have done.^“^ Banet- 
Weiser claims that blocking and filtering software emphasizes the deployment of 
covert strategies to maintain these structures of authority. She untangles the cultural 
logic in which "if adult guidance is no longer needed to navigate the complex ways 
of the Internet," other forms of moral and intellectual hierarchy might also be 
threatened. 

However, in her testimony, Masha often seems to desire overturning the sanctity of 
adult authority that Banet-Weiser describes. For example, she claims to want to reverse 
the position of the viewer and the viewed, so that professional adult voyeurs can 
become objects of an inquisitive public gaze themselves. 

There are a lot of cases of people who downloaded my pictures and I want every single one of 
them to be punished as much as possible. . .. The people who are doing this should be afraid. 
We know who they are. A lot of the people downloading these pictures are professionals. They 
are doctors and teachers and ministers. We're going to put THEIR pictures on the Internet and 
tell people what they are doing. People stopped downloading songs when they found out they 
could be sued. We're going to sue these guys too—every single one we find out about. I want to 
tell them, "You're not doing this in secret anymore. Everyone can find out who you are!"“^ 

Despite their relatively unequal positions of social power, given that the abusive adults 
are "doctors and teachers and ministers," Masha, with her cohort of abused victims, 
wants to turn the tables on sexual offenders taking part in covert Internet practices 
by making them afraid and exposing them to view. 

Masha is correct that pedophiles are now the ones featured on websites from state 
and federal authorities. Unfortunately, this circulation of images of pedophiles in the 
interest of surveillance and retribution has been the cause for vigilante justice, such 
as a 2006 case in Maine in which two sex offenders were slain by an outraged Canadian 
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dishwasher, who subsequently shot himself when cornered by police.'®'’ Unlike other 
government websites, which can be remarkably difficult for visitors to navigate, federal 
and state registries that map the location of sex offenders are remarkably user-friendly, 
with easy-to-read Mapquest-style representations of neighborhoods and arteries of 
transportation.'®^ As additional visual aids, mug shots may be posted along with other 
personal information. 

By using the status quo of draconian penalties for the downloading of music as 
justification for harsher consequences for pedophiles, rather than focusing attention 
just on those who traffic in a visual economy that depends on the sexual exploitation 
of children, debate about legalizing some forms of downloading and about new digital 
practices is stifled with a dramatic equivocation. Rather than allow the public to ques¬ 
tion the justice of the existing system in which astronomical federal fines are levied 
for relatively petty individual intellectual property crimes, these consequences are 
taken as a norm for all types of digital misbehavior. In other words, the logic goes like 
this: the penalty for this minor crime is really punitive, so we should make it the 
standard by which we judge major crimes. Of course, that reasoning makes no sense, 
even on the level of the simple if-then causal statement, assuming that minor crimes 
deserve minor punishments, and major crimes deserve correspondingly major ones. 
Furthermore, a law designed to protect the rights of minors to have control over their 
own persons is connected to another law that disproportionately targets these very 
minors' digital practices, because teenagers are particularly likely to be skeptical about 
claims from the film and recording industries that everyday file sharing constitutes 
piracy.'®® Despite Masha's claim that "People stopped downloading songs when they 
found out they could be sued," as of 2006, when a number of studies were conducted, 
there appears to be little evidence to support her assertion that litigation has signifi¬ 
cantly affected the frequency of peer-to-peer file sharing.'®'' 

Unfortunately, by equating two dissimilar user behaviors, the common practice of 
downloading digital music and the extrasocietal transgression of downloading child 
pornography, Masha's Law sets the stage for new regulatory attempts by the Depart¬ 
ment of Justice to control file-sharing practices. Like the Sonicjihad hearing, Masha's 
hearing also uses a form of statistical hyperbole in which the number of digital files 
and cash proceeds from transactions are magnified in each iteration, as the adult wit¬ 
nesses from law enforcement agencies add their own expert testimony to her own. 

Although ostensibly aimed only at pedophiles and terrorists, in late May 2006, 
Attorney General Alberto Gonzales formally requested that Internet service providers 
and search engine companies keep records of online behavior for up to two years. Not 
drawn to the public's attention was the fact that once records are kept, they can be 
subpoenaed for any legal proceeding, including civil cases involving intellectual prop¬ 
erty disputes."® Thus, the prosecution of those who believe that their access or replica¬ 
tion of digital materials for creative, critical, or pedagogical purposes is covered under 
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"fair use" could be further facilitated by a government agency. Furthermore, it is worth 
examining the actual surveiling technologies that are being funded by these programs 
and praised in the epideictic rhetoric of the Department of Justice. For example, 
among those being commended by the Attorney General in 2006 was Wyoming agent 
Flint Waters, who developed software designed to catch sexual predators, software that 
could also be used to monitor other prohibited peer-to-peer transactions. Dubbed 
Operation Peerless and later Peer Precision, the system targets file sharing specifically. 
Flowever, such technical specifics were glossed over in Gonzales' speech honoring "his 
extraordinary contribution to cybercrime investigations."”^ 

Advocates for free culture, the creative commons, or digital rights may be especially 
troubled by this subtext. For example, Tarleton Gillespie has written about how "cyber¬ 
safety" discourses get repurposed by entertainment industry interests who produce 
supposedly educational materials for K-12 students that urge them to "respect" copy¬ 
right while ignoring the existence of fair use, particularly in learning contexts.”^ In 
The Anarchist in the Library, Siva Vaidhyanathan has argued that a dangerous conflict 
between oligarchy and anarchy is putting deliberative discourse in the public sphere 
at risk. Although Vaidhyanathan believes that file sharing only represents one recent 
manifestation of peer-to-peer activities that have been perceived by prevailing institu¬ 
tions as subversive for centuries, he argues that powerful interests who would like to 
control intellectual property are fostering fundamentally undemocratic practices of 
litigation and legislation through oppressive copyright law. These interests are control¬ 
ling the discourse of the bruits publics by which exchanges of information normally 
take place in democratic public spheres. 

I have had the luxury of similar conversations with composers, musicians, record company 
executives, and hackers. Few of these rather subtle and complicated terms of debate have worked 
their way into the rhetoric of policymakers in Washington, D.C., or Brussels, Belgium. Most 
newspaper accounts of peer-to-peer battles have changed from sports or crime to business stories. 
It's not yet a cultural story, an ethical story, or a political story.”^ 

In other words, Vaidhyanathan documents patterns of discourse from an informal 
culture oriented around a communal secondary orality, which is sending a very differ¬ 
ent message about free culture and copyright than the one in the formalized "rhetoric" 
of policy makers about illegal downloading that gets translated into the print media, 
perhaps partly as a matter of economic self-preservation for corporate entities. 

Public and Private 

The other problem with treating child pornography as an object of political discourse 
on which to base decisions is that it is by definition not visible and not public. 
Speeches, testimony, and official reports about exploited children show this in their 
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use of certain paradoxical forms of Orwellian language. For example, fhe FBI program 
for collecfing data is called "Innocent Images.Bruno Latour has talked about 
"making things public,"but child pornography makes only the pedophile into the 
antisocial monster who can be shown, while the products which he manufactures and 
exchanges can only be witnessed by designated experts. Assistant Attorney General 
Alice Fisher testified to this effect during the Masha's Law hearing: 

I have seen some of these images, and, just like the Attorney General said, they make your 
stomach turn. I don't think many people realize how difficult it is for the law enforcement pro¬ 
fessionals who have dedicated their careers to this difficult work. It is revolting to view even one 
of these images. Imagine having to view hundreds and thousands of them—repeatedly, on a 
daily basis—in order to build the cases against offenders. That is what these dedicated profes¬ 
sionals do, and it is challenging and traumatizing on a deeply emotional level. I join the Attorney 
General in personally thanking all of those in law enforcement and elsewhere who are enduring 
those challenges and working hard to protect our children.”* 

Similarly, the discourses of terrorists are relegated to the work of expert analysis, such 
as the interpretations of the SAIC witnesses in the intelligence hearing, but at least 
some of these jihadist artifacts can be shown to congressional representatives. 

Furthermore, the social actors who serve as justification for these hearings never 
appear to bear witness for themselves. In "The Promises of Monsters," Donna Haraway 
suggests a possible interpretation that can be applied to the rhetorical function of 
these atypical Internet users, who are outside society and its norms and yet central to 
its signifying funcfions. In her essay, which is designed to question fundamental 
assumptions about subjectivity, society, and technology, she situates the modern 
cyborg without accepting traditional critiques of the creature's artificiality”'’ and 
observes that "nature" itself is "a topos, a place, in the sense of a rhetorician's place 
or topic.ffaraway analyzes a range of contemporary rhetorical figures that serve as 
objects of polifical discourse rather than speaking subjects —astronaut, fetus, cells under 
"attack" by the HIV virus—and considers how certain social actors can be appointed 
to speak for those designated as not capable of bearing witness in their own names. 
In one of her footnotes Haraway points to the Latin etymology behind the word 
"monster": "Remember that monsters have the same root as to demonstrate; monsters 
signify." 

Terrorisfs and child molesters are similarly monsters who show, although perhaps 
what they show is our anxiety about the cultural slipperiness of digital rhetoric and 
the fact that electronic communication is a hybrid, composed of public and private 
practices, characterized by modes of orality and print, oriented toward production and 
consumption, and coded both for user and machine. In political discourse, these 
monsters are often used to merely tell citizens that there are threatening dangers to 
public security, which must be dealt with by the institutions of fhe political state, even 
as the state apparatus becomes increasingly more virtual.”® 
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Of course, when you look for them, monsters are everywhere. In an April 20, 2004 
speech about the PATRIOT antiterrorism act. President George W. Bush explains the 
need for new digital and procedural tools to fight crime. He justifies these new prac¬ 
tices hy the presence of such "monsters" among us: 

We couldn't use roving wire taps for terrorists. In other words, terrorists could switch phones 
and we couldn't follow them. The Patriot Act changed that, and now we have the essential tool. 
See, with court approval, we have long used roving wiretaps to lock up monsters—mobsters. Now 
we have a chance to lock up monsters, terrorist monsters. (Laughter and applause.)”® 

The linguistic play between the words "monster" and "mobster" suggests a substitu¬ 
tion of terms, as one surveilling technology, the wiretap, is supplanted by another, 
Internet monitoring. Similarly, Congressman Gingrey talks about the "monster who 
adopted" Masha and sexually abused her, and Masha herself says, "For five years, I 
was held hostage by a monster. 

As massive archiving projects, these initiatives are also fostering inverse forms of 
once dreamed-of digital public library projects that were stymied by a series of policy 
decisions that delayed building the necessary information infrastructure or guarantee¬ 
ing universal access. Now while private corporations are pursuing large-scale scanning, 
digitizing, and indexing of print texts that some may see as deservedly part of the 
public trust, government agencies are dedicated to the storage of secret documents. 
In short, the order of responsibility has been inverted: private companies handle the 
public record, and public agencies manage a private record. For example, the FBI's 
"Innocent Images" program specifically calls itself a form of "National Archive. 

During a short period of twenty-four hours in spring 2006, two congressional hear¬ 
ings showcased many of our policy makers' anxieties about digital rhetoric and the 
subversive potential of an emerging information culture. Certainly, this anxiety about 
a digital revolution is understandable, given that the transformation of traditional 
institutions by digital media and networked societies has been hyped with utopian or 
dystopian narratives about a radically new public culture and barraged with a range 
of philosophical objections dating back to Plato. Even long after new communication 
practices, such as file sharing or videogame play, have become remarkably widespread, 
if not mundane, the idea of a threat to public safety is promulgated and used as a 
powerful explanatory narrative to the American citizenry. 



2 Hacking Aristotle: What Is Digital Rhetoric? 


"You don't need a computer to do computer science." 

These words sound paradoxical, but first-year computer science students often hear 
this truism as they sit in their introductory classes. The dictum is meant to serve as a 
reminder that they will be studying discrete math, formal languages, data structures, 
or number theory, as well as computer hardware or software. The saying seems con¬ 
tradictory, but it makes a simple point: computer scientists frequently study algorithms, 
not computers. Without a computer terminal or electricity or a high-speed connection, 
a curious individual can still learn the fundamentals of creating code, managing infor¬ 
mation processing, and facilitating networked communication. 

So perhaps one could also begin this chapter with this phrase: "You don't always 
need a computer to do computer rhetoric." Yet many who purportedly study the 
rhetoric of digital discourse focus almost exclusively on the technological apparatus, 
so that a conventional view of the subject directs attention to the mechanical responses 
of fhe computer to input rather than the theories behind the design and continuing 
evolution of digital media and networked systems. Specialists in "computers and 
composition" or "computers and writing" debate about MOOs and MUDs, blogs and 
wikis, but too rarely consider the epistemological implications of contemporary infor¬ 
mation science for nefworked, digital communication, which may operate with some 
fundamentally different assumptions about systems of signification than do natural 
language models. In other words, in the standard model of digital rhetoric, literary 
theory is applied to technological phenomena without considering how technological 
theories could conversely elucidate new media texts. 

What do I mean by "digital rhetoric"? For the purposes of this discussion, 1 am going 
to focus on four different definitions of digital rhetoric: 

1. The conventions of new digital genres that are used for everyday discourse, as well 
as for special occasions, in average people's lives. 

2. Public rheforic, offen in the form of political messages from government institu¬ 
tions, which is represented or recorded through digital technology and disseminated 
via electronic distributed networks. 
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3. The emerging scholarly discipline concerned with the rhetorical interpretation of 
computer-generated media as objects of study. 

4. Mathematical theories of communication from the field of information science, 
many of which attempt to quantify the amount of uncertainty in a given linguistic 
exchange or the likely paths through which messages travel. 

With each definition, it may seem that I am getting further away from the common 
experiences of average citizens, but I hope to show that this new ideology about 
information (definition four) actually feeds back to influence the norms and generic 
conventions of everyday digital discourse (definition one). In other words, typical lay 
users have attitudes about information that may be changed by expert discourses, 
because many on the Internet participate in cultural conversations in which they share 
ideas about tactics for effective communication through new technological interfaces, 
ones that indirectly rely on interpretations—and sometimes misinterpretations—of 
theoretical components gleaned from specialized fields. 

Rhetorical Rules for New Digital Genres 

At the level of everyday experience, there are many occasions for rhetorical expression 
through electronic means. I may be an academic researcher, but in my personal inter¬ 
actions as a member of my local community, a typical week might include several 
situations similar to digital events in the lives of my neighbors. I might contest a 
parking ticket using an online form, e-mail my minister, notify my health club that 
there is a mistake on their website, check one son's grades electronically, correct spell¬ 
ing on the other son's PowerPoint presentation homework, make retouching sugges¬ 
tions about family photos, or look for a good local coffee shop recommended by a 
blog or online newspaper. To participate in these activities I have to be familiar with 
a lot of different rules that apply to specific kinds of verbal and visual interactions. 
There are also subgenres to consider—I certainly could not send the same kind of 
impersonal, businesslike message to my family's minister that I might send to the 
parking office. 

Earlier new media theorists argued that these new genres, particularly digital docu¬ 
ments connected by electronic links as hypertext, obviated many of the distinctions 
between author and reader, sender and receiver. For example, Nancy Kaplan's work 
on reader-centered hypertext imagines an empowered audience for digital media by 
extrapolating from the experiences of conventional readers who can still "provide 
their own scriptures, their own rules, in light of which they are sometimes content to 
dwell within that other set of rules, imaginary or not, that the texts they are reading 
supply."' As Kaplan acknowledges, her argument owes much to the ideas of the late 
French theorist and Jesuit philosopher Michel de Certeau, who claimed that ordinary 
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activities, such as walking, cooking, dwelling, talking, and reading, are inherently 
rhetorical, even though they are ostensibly carried out by nonproducers. For example, 
in The Practice of Everyday Life, de Certeau points out "homologies between practical 
ruses and rhetorical movements,"^ and his reading of reading itself indicates that set 
rules of propriety are constantly being disrupted by the "ways of operating"^ in the 
"ensemble of practices'"* of impertinent readers and other users of cultural systems of 
meaning. 

Kaplan argues that traditional readers "do not literally write anything anywhere and 
leave no traces that we know of, not even (as far as we can tell) in their own brains."^ 
That is to say, a fastidious user of a print artifact, who wants to leave it pristine for 
the next user or for posterity and does not mark in the book's margins or dog-ear its 
pages, is an anonymous visitor to the text who does not change the printed codex in 
any significant way. In this case, the connection between interpretation and rhetoric 
may be a stealthy one. Unlike a reader acting appropriately and nondestructively with 
the pages of a traditional book, digital readers now leave many traces in their online 
viewing habits. Obviously, I alter digital files when 1 suggest changes to the health 
club's website, my child's PowerPoint, or the family photos. The cut, copy, and paste 
features of many computer applications transform the once definitive versions of 
individual texts into something more editable. Counters and cookies may also keep 
track of my visits to the online database of grades or the city parking office website. 
And regardless of whether or not I choose to leave a comment on the blogs 1 read, 
just clicking on the author's profile to verify the credibility of the source may include 
me in a recorded number of page views that will be displayed for the next visitor. Even 
as a consumer, 1 am producing rhetorical relics. 

At this level, merely interacting with electronic code or files does not seem to explic¬ 
itly require that I assume a central role as a political speaker in an obviously public 
sphere, even though all of these virtual places represent physical sites for communal, 
communicative action: the city hall, the church, the school, the gymnasium, the 
childhood home that may center a geographically dispersed extended family, and even 
the neighborhood coffee house or restaurant.'’ At times, out on the periphery, I may 
not seem to be actively engaged in persuasion or argument, even when 1 am most 
absorbed in completing transactions. For example, perhaps 1 accept my punishment 
from the state obediently and pay my parking ticket in full with my credit card 
number. In what sense is this rhetoric? 

It could be asserted that some forms of rhetoric do not require an attempt to influ¬ 
ence others at all. Among rhetoricians, the narrow Aristotelian definition that focuses 
on persuasion is disputed, even by some traditionalists.^ After all, in classical rhetoric, 
the critical Greek term kairos merely describes an opportunity or season for speaking; 
perhaps an exact time or a key moment for addressing a pertinent issue about war 
and peace, legislation, or budgetary planning. According to the Liddell and Scott Greek 
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Lexicon, the word also carries the sense of "due measure, proportion, fitness" in the 
original language.® Although "rhetoric" is often equated with persuasive discourse, 
the term can also be defined to focus on the timing of a given message and how the 
language of fhat message may be shaped by specific contexts and opportunities for 
social change, which are located in time and space, as well as politics and culture. 
Rather than privilege the intentions of fhe speaker, a given utterance might also be 
responding to an opportunity created by a specific occasion.^ In describing everyday 
activities as "rhetorical," de Certeau also draws on the notions of kairos discussed by 
Vernant and Detienne“ and the importance of "manipulations of language relative to 
occasions. 

The birth of a child or the death of a friend are occasions that can be marked by 
the creation of a digital ffTML-coded artifact that can be experienced via a personal 
computer or other device connected to the Internet. This ceremonial rhetoric has 
been traditionally communicated and commemorated through other means, such as 
engraved announcements or newspaper obituaries. Now static webpages, attachments 
to e-mail, postings to blogs, and even activity on social network sites may be part of 
the communal welcoming and mourning rituals of social groups. Discrefe, one-time 
events that take place in the real world may be subsequently recorded and represented 
in discourses and linguistic exchanges that take place in the virtual one. 

These commemorative webpages often incorporate photographs or other visual 
ephemera associated with the person whose life is being celebrated. Multiple portraits 
can be used to establish that the person has occupied a wide variety of identity posi¬ 
tions. For example, even little James Oakley (figure 2.1) is depicted as a coddled 
younger brother, restaurant patron, and model for fashionable baby clofhes.^^ Like 
nineteenth-century commonplace books or friendship albums, the dominant senti¬ 
ment of filiation may be modulated by other authorial and editorial interests. His 
parents, who appear as "Admin" on James' blog, have included a blogroll that supplies 
a "Mystery Link" taking visitors to the White House website; above this are links that 
lead to online news.^® 

As simple-to-launch dynamic sites allow more do-it-yourselfers fo create web pres¬ 
ences, the path to content on such sites can change and, of course, degenerate, some¬ 
times leading to entirely noncommunicative code. Links can become broken, 
connections to the source files for photographs can be ruptured, and domain names 
can expire so that the perceivable rhetorical connections tying the visitor to the 
newborn are fragmented and that particular history in his or her social community is 
lost. 

Like gravesites that are not properly maintained, this deterioration can also be true 
of fhe websites of the deceased. In this In Memoriam digital genre, it is important to 
note that there are many subgenres that reflect disparate ideologies about class, gender, 
and ethnicity. Victims of crime may be commemorated to locate a perpetrator or to 
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Figure 2.1 

Blogspot page for Baby James Oakley. Courtesy of Bill Oakley. 

solidify bonds with a given support group. The death of a gang member who has died 
violently may be recorded in a "memory garden" or other designated location for that 
particular population on a gang wehsite; these forms of commemoration may seek to 
end gang violence through positive community-hased alternatives, hut they may also 
glorify the drama of live-fast-die-young antiheroes. Although users' accounts are often 
closed or frozen at death, social network sites can serve as places for mourning and 
remembrance, so that the digital activities of the deceased are connected and con¬ 
tiguous with those of his or her survivors.'^ On commercial commemorative services 
such as Legacy.com, online comments may he moderated by live minders to preserve 
decorum. 

When my friend Valerie Margolis died after years with cancer, her parents held a 
memorial service at a Northern California park in a community center, where cham¬ 
pagne was consumed in honor of the deceased, eulogistic speeches were read, and 
mourners filed by sign boards and tables covered with Valerie's photos, awards, 
mementos, and writings in which much of the text was handwritten. However, the 
face-to-face commemoration also had a digital dimension. The service, like many 
weddings, was videotaped hy several people, who could post the clips on the Internet. 
Some guests brought laptops and showed digital slideshows of Valerie from Burning 
Man and other contemporary countercultural happenings. Another mourner present 
at the service, Jenny Cool, had made a website shortly after Valerie's death, featuring 
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photographs of her in life organized into themed galleries, such as "Faces & Friends," 
"New ffampshire Fun," and "Valerie Plays Olympia" (figure 2.2).^*’ After the service, 
friends contribufed photographs for the category of "Burning Man 2004." Like many 
In Memoriam websites, this webpage eschews use of traditional mourning motifs or 
black, the distinctive color associated with death. Instead, this website occupies itself 
with gestures to other aesthetics; for example, a digitally altered image of fhe departed 
is inserted into Manet's famed painting about sexual and racial power, Olympia. 

In short, these pages do much more than convey data related to events in history, 
such as the factual details of the birth or the death of an individual. These websifes 
also serve significant rhetorical purposes that may elevate the creator/sender of the 
message, endorse particular forms of social association or cultural organization, and 
even promulgate particular ideologies, sometimes through references or allusions with 
explicit or implicit political or social import, which words like "Burning Man," "New 
ffampshire," and "The White ffouse" might suggest, thus bringing some visitors who 
are strangers, in terms of face-to-face interactions, to the community celebrating the 
person's life. These newcomers may be brought to these sites entirely by chance, 
thanks to a scrupulous but literal-minded search engine. 

The occasions for rhetoric are not limited to rituals or ceremonies in the contem¬ 
porary world, because sensitivity to kairos could also be important for other time- 
contingent public events, such as a vote on a proposition, election of an officeholder, 
or opportunity to present evidence at a trial or lawsuit. In the era of classical Athens, 
Aristotle's Rhetoric categorized three types of rhetorical situation that still exist today: 
(!) epideictic rhetoric for ceremonial occasions of praise and blame, (2) deliberative 
rhetoric intended for legislative assemblies grappling with questions of right and 
wrong, and 3) forensic rhetoric addressing questions of the just and unjust in a court 
of law. Contemporary citizens may find themselves using similar rhetorical appeals 
when making webpages for political causes or legal cases. 

In the summer of 2006, several people from the same college organization sent e- 
mails around to the larger alumni group to raise money for a friend's legal defense 
fund, a person who had been accused of arson and Insurance fraud and was sfanding 
trial with a former employer. This social group also esfablished a website to enable 
supporters of fhe accused to donate money for his defense via a PayPal account.^^ The 
websife fhey established used photographs of the accused, eulogistic descriptions of 
his childhood and early career, and several arguments for the improbability of the 
crime, given his character and lack of economic mofive (figure 2.3). 

One of fhe e-mails direcfing readers fo the defense fund site indicates a blurring of 
rhetorical genres in contemporary digital discourse. The authors of this e-mail write 
about the epideictic/ceremonial dimension suggested by the upcoming forensic/legal 
rhetoric of the trial: "We tend to think of holiday gifts, wedding registries, and baby 
shower presents as symbolic gestures of friendship or support. But the stakes are 
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Valerie Sue 

darling, dashing, 
daring doll, 
taken too soon, 
forever young 


Figure 2.2 

Valerie photos. Courtesy of Jennifer Cool. 
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The DniiielMedhin Legal Defense Fund 
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About Dani«l Medina’s Case: 


Medina is an upstanding young man. pursuing a career in the entertainment industry in Los Angeles. He grew up in a small fanning town in 
Sacramento Valley of California, where he excelled as an academic, athlete and was his high school’s valedictorian. He went on to study at 
Harvard University, and upon graduation in 1999, worked as a professional associate at Sun Microsystems for a few years before coming to Los 
Aiigp|ps toslarl tt ll*^w crirppr in tliPMiilerUintiiPiit imluslry. 


Figure 2.3 

Daniel Medina Legal Defense Fund. Courtesy of Farley Katz and Daniel Medina. 

suddenly so much higher when a friend is falsely accused of a serious crime. Please 
help Dan ensure his freedom by making a contribution to this important cause.In 
addition, the group promulgated their appeals through an electronic mailing list that 
included dozens of other members of the college organization. Thus, more than one 
electronic forum can be used to digitally defend a person’s character. In this case, 
ultimately the accused was acquitted. 

To have basic competence in digital rhetoric also means to understand the conven¬ 
tions of many new digital genres: these include e-mail, instant messages, static web¬ 
sites, blogs, wikis, webtoons, electronic slideshows or PowerPoint presentations, 
desktop publications, altered digital photographs, web-engineered video, machinima 
films, videogames, virtual reality simulations, cave installations, databases, online 
archives, and many other specific and socially regulated forms of digital text'^ that are 
composed as files of electronic code. 

There is also a plethora of mixed genres, which are ever more rapidly evolving 
thanks to more sophisticated software, beefier computers, faster network connections, 
and a richer ecology of media literacy practices, with a general public now able to 
exploit these technological developments and compose complicated transmedia 
artifacts or historical pastiches. A blogger may insert a home movie into his or her 
dynamic text. A Flash webtoon may pay homage to an interactive online game. A 3-D 
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videogame may use a skin taken from a digitally altered image of a public personality, 
perhaps one derived from an online news service with remnants of the traditional 
print page. Mapping subgenres can be difficult because they are rarely constituted as 
neat, mutually exclusive subsets. For example, in classifying videogames many per¬ 
mutations can be made by combining components of dyads like online/offline, first- 
person/third-person, or single-player/multiplayer. 

Even traditional oratory becomes a form of database when recordings of speeches 
become the raw materials for mash-ups and information visualizations. For example, 
mash-up videos on sites such as YouTube frequently draw attention to particular forms 
of repetition, or they recombine syntactical elements to reveal supposed implicit 
content. When Republican presidential contender Rudoph Giuliani objected to fellow 
candidate Joe Biden's characterization of his presidential campaign message as "a 
noun, a verb and 9/11," anti-Giuliani users of digital tools promptly created a number 
of audio and video compositions consisting of nothing but instances of Giuliani insert¬ 
ing the event into a speech. Former President George W. Bush's State of the Union 
addresses were frequently remixed, so that one classic version begins with the presi¬ 
dent of the United States saying, "During these past few weeks. I've been trained by 
A1 Qaeda, and I'm weak and materialistic." Websites also show speeches by American 
public figures as information trees in which expressions in particular parts of speech 
are presented as interchangeable. 

Some Internet genres reach wide audiences, others are public but site-specific, and 
still others are intended to be conveyed privately only to single recipients. Some genres 
conventionally have one author; others have many. Some genres are associated with 
little or no investment of time, labor, or fiscal resources; others may be extremely 
expensive to produce. However, the advent of user-friendly tools or amateur-accessible 
instructions, allowing computer users to create their own content or modify the 
content of others, can change a given cost-benefit or individual-corporate ratio very 
rapidly, so that even the manpower requirements and price of production of a once 
prohibitively expensive videogame could be reduced to the level of personal comput¬ 
ing, if the code is made public or back-end programming tasks are given a familiar 
graphical user interface. Several of these digital genres have stimulated so much media 
discussion in contemporary civic life that I have devoted entire chapters in this book 
to them. Of course, many digital genres are still evolving, emerging, and merging, so 
that likely my tentative list will soon include even more neologisms. 

At some level, of course, it is all just code running on machines, but it is important 
to recognize that some genres become strongly associated with the presence of par¬ 
ticular moral values (or their absence) or specific postures about practical worth to 
society (or cost). What makes the general public think that making a first-person- 
shooter is intrinsically more morally suspect than word processing a document? 
What makes the population think that video file sharing is intrinsically worse than 
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exchanging electronic mail? The answers have to do with ideas about language and 
knowledge that shape the nation's legislative agenda as well. Rhetoric, as Aristotle 
points out, entails precisely those discursive practices that assign positive and negative 
characteristics. Studying digital rhetoric involves examining ideologies about concepts 
like "freedom" or "honesty" that are in turn shaped by factors like national, linguistic, 
theological, or disciplinary identity; societal attitudes about ownership and author¬ 
ship; and cultural categories of gender, race, sexualify, and class. As Richard Lanham 
has argued, "in practice the computer often turns out to be a rhetorical device as well 
as a logical one."“ 

So, how do people learn appropriate rhetorical practices in these new digital genres? 
Critics are only beginning to ask this question and attempt to answer it.^^ The tradi¬ 
tional pedagogical model of error correction is cerfainly one approach. For example, a 
soffware design class mighf devote a considerable portion of insfruction to techniques 
for debugging.^^ Teachers and fellow students might endeavor to "break" vulnerable 
systems or designs. Professional or lay instrucfors might also provide specific forms of 
correcfive feedback on individual projects, an activity requiring a common metalan¬ 
guage shared by both teacher and learner. In the corporate setting, the work of error 
correcfion may be done by outside consultants who specialize in particular types of 
inferface design or back-end programming, somefimes fo capitalize on pre-existing 
industrial segmentation, and sometimes merely to save face. 

Some of these often self-appointed experts choose to create model texts, which are 
designed to be imitated. Occasionally these models reach the commercial marketplace 
and become at least temporarily adopted as standards.These "correct" templates may 
take the form of maferials in style guides, such as the venerable Yale Web Style Guide, 
or they may be distributed online by manufacturers of soffware applications, such as 
Microsoft or Adobe. 

In the field of written composition, this method of imifation has generally 
been viewed in a more favorable light of in recent years. Despite the fact that 
throughout much of the twentieth century imitation was regarded as far inferior 
fo invention, many who teach composition and communication now look for confi- 
nuify with classical and medieval mimetic traditions and express skepticism about 
uncritically embracing the ideologies of Romanticism and Modernism, which glorify 
originality.^ 

However, some forms of rheforical instrucfion use inverse models of digifal sfyle. 
For example, humorous "antistyle" templates aim to instruct by showing the effects 
of violafing certain authorship taboos to would-be makers of digifal content. A com¬ 
puter science professor who teaches technical writing at my university developed a 
PowerPoint-style slide with numerous "mistakes.Students are asked to identify the 
problems with the sample slide both in traditional style (errors in grammar, spelling, 
and usage) and in digital composition (typography, layout, and design). 
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Wlutt'w Witmti 

With tliiftfilitle? 

List as many things as you can that could be improved on this slide. It was designed to embody as many Haws as possible, 
of various different kinds. For each flaw, try to list (a) the improvement you suggest and (b) a general principle of design 
that, if followed, would allow someone to avoid the flaw. Consider 
design, 
typography. 

O layout. 

* content. 

grammar. 

®usage. 

'O’speling. 

Sand anything else that harms the effectiveness of the message. 




Figure 2.4 

What's wrong with this slide? Courtesy of David Kay. 
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Figure 2.5 

The "world's worst website." Courtesy of Michelle E. Blowers. 

Another model of don'ts for the digital rhetorician is showcased by the self-described 
"World's Worst Website," in which jarring colors, chaotic animations, blaring music, 
flashing text, unnecessary frames, copious advertisements, and outdated information 
collectively obscure any actual message other than sensory overload.Although this 
webpage is obviously satiric in its hyperbolic visual and auditory presentation, the 
site's home page provides discrete chunks of specific advice about web design choices 
and links to information about web style on other sites. 

However, the error-correction model has largely fallen out of favor with composition- 
ists, particularly since the publication of Mina Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations 
in 1977, which argued that many intrusive practices of correction were typically based 
upon subjective judgments and often futile interventions in longstanding behavior 
patterns.^® Research showed that even expert teachers disagreed about the precise loca¬ 
tion, relative severity, and actual category of individual errors, even though they might 
all agree that Standard Written English should be the academic idiom of choice. Instead 
of focusing on error correction, specialists in rhetoric and composition turned their 
disciplinary attentions to recognizing multiple literacies and validating a wider range 
of identity positions in activities of authorship. Many also became critical of dominant 
ideologies about language that reinforced existing and often unjust power structures, 
which excluded certain social actors from participation in communicative exchanges. 
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Greater attention to the importance of audience also shaped many of fhese discus¬ 
sions in the rhetorical disciplinary community. Given this interest in audience, the 
imagined reader and the norms of reading communities become central. For example, 
in my own relatively modest experiments with web design in my professional capacify 
as a writing program director of a large undergraduate course, consideration of my 
audience shaped design decisions reached with other administrators, artists, program¬ 
mers, and information technology managers. As higher education master planner 
Clark Kerr once pointed out, the university really is a "multiversity" composed of 
niche populations, and often these disparate cohorts have very different interests and 
goals.Consequently, there may be very different forms of official program website 
in a university setting, each adapted to a particular group of sfakeholders.^' 

During a two-year period, I developed two very different websites for the same 
undergraduate course, despite working with relatively similar design teams. One page 
was designed to appeal to prospective students, their parents, alumni, and potential 
donors by showing how former freshmen looked back on their experiences in the 
course; another was designed for course instructors, an audience with specialized 
expert knowledge from many different departments, disciplines, and fields, who 
needed time-sensitive and easily modified materials for classroom teaching of first-year 
students. 

The page for the general audience of sfudents and parents was graphics-intensive 
and programmed in Flash with relatively little explanatory text on the home page. 
Users navigated from the opening screen by clicking on the smiling color photographs 
of former students. When the photo was activated, the images of the other students 
faded out into the dark background, while animated text appeared with the individual 
student's name, major, and advice for potential students on academic research. A link 
could take the visitor to an HTML copy of the student's prize-winning research paper 
(figure 2.6). 

The page for the audience of instructors was more programming-intensive and 
required specialized labor to build search features and decide on metadata protocols. 
It opened with a large amount of explanatory text, which described the features of 
the database and the rationale for the pedagogical file-sharing project. Graphics were 
limited to one logo that would identify the project and another to recognize the 
support of the site's institutional funders. Individual and group photos of the project 
team members were buried deeper in the layers of the site (figure 2.7). 

Although both websites were created for the same undergraduate course and housed 
on the same server for the electronic educational environment, they followed funda¬ 
mentally different rules or principles of web design. Of course, rheforicians since the 
Greeks have acknowledged this central position of audience in rhetorical production, 
but digital dissemination now makes it possible to deliver even more targeted appeals 
than one would deliver when speaking to an interested crowd of heterogeneous 
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Figure 2.6 

Successful students talk about Core. 

spectators. Given the importance of addressing potential audiences by "narrowcast- 
ing"^'* on the World Wide Web and appealing to the sometimes idiosyncratic needs 
of very specific addressees, an error-correction model would often not be helpful to 
a web designer who must choose the appropriate combination of image, text, tech¬ 
nology, and programming. 

Composition specialists have suggested several approaches in lieu of the error- 
correction model. This proactive attitude about the pedagogy of digital rhetoric was 
first formulated in the discipline known as either "Computers and Composition" or 
"Computers and Writing," after the prominent journal launched in 1983 and the 
conference launched in 1982.^^ Many of the individuals who were active in this upstart 
movement were early adopters who had knowledge of literary and linguistic comput¬ 
ing;^'’ often they had relatively little stature in the university because of their interest 
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SPIDER: Shared Pedagogical Initiative: A Database of Electronic Resources. 


in collaborative projects and their tendency to produce online rather than print pub¬ 
lications.^^ It would take almost two decades for these groups' work to he fully inte¬ 
grated into the professional associations affiliated with rhetorical studies. A significant 
turning point in the recognition of this pedagogical community took place in February 
2004, when the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) 
issued an official statement declaring the importance of rhetorical instruction specifi¬ 
cally for computer-mediated environments. The CCCC position statement included 
an assertion that the focus of "writing instruction is expanding: the curriculum of 
composition is widening to include not one hut two literacies: a literacy of print and 
a literacy of the screen. In addition, work in one medium is used to enhance learning 
in the other. 

To provide for the education of students in practical digital rhetoric, Gail Hawisher 
and Charles Moran advocated an apprenticeship model that used the case of e-mail to 
demonstrate the value of this approach in preparing students for the businesslike 
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rhetoric they would eventually he producing as working professionals.^^ Hawisher and 
Moran observed that the discursive practices of e-mail were fundamentally unlike 
those manifested in word processing programs or hypertext editing applications, 
although students who were careful revisers of such polished offline and online docu¬ 
ments were the darlings of composition researchers at this time. In contrast, they 
characterized e-mail writers as generally overinvested in rapid response or underin¬ 
vested in careful deliberation, and thus these writers often violated the rhetorical 
norms of professional or academic communication.^” In other words, such composers 
of written texts understood the importance of kairos in the sense of "exact or critical 
time, season, opportunity," but disregarded its other—but equally important—meaning 
of "due measure, proportion, fitness." Of course, in their analysis of how appropriate¬ 
ness could be sacrificed in the interest of time-sensitivity, Hawisher and Moran would 
forecast many of the issues involved with blogging, messages for social network sites, 
and other pseudojournalistic or diaristic chronologically oriented genres. In an appren¬ 
ticeship model, writers new to electronic communication would learn by watching 
the composition and revision processes of more experienced writers of e-mail and 
other electronic genres and gradually advance to crafting compositions of their own 
in imitation of the carefully nuanced messages of their rhetorical masters. 

Unfortunately, this model paid relatively little attention to so-called recreational 
computing. Furthermore, as Kathleen Yancey and Michael Spooner would later argue, 
the norms of academic communication can be comparatively atypical, even for the 
professional world. Spooner and Yancey claimed that classroom e-mail and listservs 
were a peculiar and limited case, which could not serve as the model for digital literacy 
practices in the world of work and leisure. They suggested another paradigm, which 
was derived from their reading of Russian literary critic of the novel and the carni- 
valesque Mikhail Bakhtin, which I have called the dialogic model}^ (Spooner and 
Yancey's meta-essay explaining this model actually takes the form of a two-sided dia¬ 
logue on the page.^^) Instead of accepting the idea that students should learn through 
imitation of the media objects produced by more rhetorically expert superiors, Spooner 
and Yancey posit that students should be engaged in answering their actual correspon¬ 
dents rather than responding to their instructors in artificial, monological, discourse 
situations. In their minds, e-mail bears little relation to a bounded artifact because it 
can assume a number of polymorphous forms. 

In some cases, it looks like a business letter. Sometimes it's a bulletin, sometimes a broadside, 
sometimes a joke, a memo, a grafitto, a book. In many one-to-one postings, email shows all the 
features of the lovers' correspondence you used to read (or did you write it?) every day."*^ 

For Spooner and Yancey, e-mail never entirely takes the static form of a single, homo¬ 
geneous genre, because the rhetorical production of digital rhetoric expresses the 
heteroglossia of its composition, which takes place in a rhetorical environment of 
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competing voices, overlapping texts, and mixed genres that refuse definitive synthesis. 
Spooner and Yancey also deny the possibility of "netiquette," upon which Hawisher 
and Moran's argument rests. They make analogies to telephone conversations or 
channel surfing instead of traditional written compositions. Unfortunately, this 
approach would make acceptable composing practices extremely difficult to teach, 
because it assumes there is no "single rhetorical situation," "coherent set of formal 
conventions," or common set of "communicative purposes" to shape a given digital 
message. 

In contrast, rhetoricians with a somewhat anthropological bent might see a more 
explicable set of narratives and rituals governing computer-mediated communication 
and community behavior. The gift economy of the Internet—which revolves around 
the paradigm of exchange—seems to present an opportunity for such an analysis, 
especially since users literally trade digital files, programs, and documents through 
informal online networks. Ellen Strenski has argued that e-mail functions as a form 
of communally recognized "epistolary gift exchange" rather than the unstructured, 
netiquette-less, free-form discussion posited by Spooner and Yancey.In her analysis 
of this gift economy, Strenski is careful not to idealize these noncommercial linguistic 
transactions, which are based on social conventions about membership and power 
constructions of periphery and center. By marshalling the arguments of Marcel Mauss, 
Claude Levi-Strauss, Jacques Derrida, and Lewis Hyde, for whom the gift is not always 
a positive commodity, Strenski argues that like other epistolary genres, e-mail "impels 
response" and thus may actually coerce the reader into a gift exchange. 

According to the pedagogical logic of the gift-exchange model, students learn what 
is appropriate by participating in actual exchanges, but those exchanges are still gov¬ 
erned by the norms of the relevant society or subculture. For example, they learn that 
a short e-mail usually merits a short e-mail back, and a longer e-mail deserves a longer 
one, and that it is especially rude not to reciprocate at all, particularly if the sender is 
a member of the community who is close or important in lived experiences. One 
group's netiquette may be different from another's, but they both have a sense of the 
concept. Students learn by gauging how to respond to e-mails from many levels of 
the social hierarchy. Peers, superiors, and subordinates can give the sender more cues 
and clues if his or her message elicits a response in turn. Although e-mail may seem 
like a relatively narrow case, many rhetorical practices associated with code sharing 
and file sharing more generally could be interpreted through the apprenticeship, dia¬ 
logic, and gift-exchange models.^'’ 

As digital media continue to evolve from hypertext to hypermedia and have come 
to include vivid first-person imagery and even entire computer-generated immersive 
environments, rhetorically oriented pedagogues have begun to theorize about these 
newer sites for language practices and about the significance of assuming avatar identi¬ 
ties or situating rhetorical experiences spatially. Ironically, classical rhetoric that 
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focuses on public oratory, the appearance and projection of the speaker, and delivery 
in indoor or outdoor spaces may be remarkably relevant in these contexts. In the 
massively multiuser online role-playing environment Second Life, for example, presi¬ 
dential candidates, United Nations spokespersons, corporate executives, digital rights 
activists, and cultural commentators have given speeches to virtual crowds who have 
assembled in virtual fora to hear them. 

Janet Murray has discussed how the concept of cyberspace has shaped cultural 
production and how fictions from popular culture, such as the holodeck on Star Trek, 
may serve as prototypes for new stages for storytelling. For Murray, computer program¬ 
ming functions as a form of performance capable of generating engrossing cyberdra¬ 
mas that deeply resonate with profound human symbolic needs for expression, 
immersion, agency, and transformation.^^ Like the rhetorician Steven Mailloux,^® who 
uses another Star Trek episode to make a point about the cultural function of shared 
stories, Murray argues that such narratives serve as "interpretations of the world'"*^ 
and that interpersonal communication takes place through shared stories.^® In her 
pedagogical work with her own students, Murray uses what I would characterize as a 
storytelling model, in which the synthesis and transmission of narratives constitutes 
almost the entire situation of teaching and learning. Rather than see her students as 
her obedient apprentices, she characterizes them as incipient masters and praises them 
as "half hacker, half bard."^^ Unlike traditional oral-formulaic storytelling, the formu¬ 
laic character of these narratives is constituted as a function of computer code. 

Many digital sophists are excited by the possibility of freeing rhetorical instruction 
from the industrial model of the twentieth-century writing classroom in which educa¬ 
tion is commodified, intellectual labor is relegated to piecework, and ideologies about 
efficiency and productivity promote neither. By using a situated learning model, James 
Paul Gee has argued that skills acquired through digital literacy experiences in video- 
games can be transferred to traditional literacy contexts because the games offer a 
secure learning environment in which risk-taking, experimentation, and challenging 
authority are all permissible activities, and yet players can rapidly experience the 
rewards of participating in expert discourses. 

Of course, digital literacy is far from a primary literacy for many citizens, who may 
be particularly reluctant to engage in videogame play, file sharing, or rapid exchanges 
of abbreviated information. Yet basic digital rhetorical competence using mobile 
telephones and personal computers equipped with proprietary software has become 
critical to our increasingly globalized and technologically mediated society. Those who 
lack rhetorical skills in digital media can pay a steep price. They may suffer from eco¬ 
nomic and professional disadvantages. They may lose social capital, since their lack 
of proficiency may inhibit their choices of friends and romantic partners in their 
generational cohort. The digitally disadvantaged may suffer from incomplete cultural 
citizenship without any sense of the touchstone narratives of public life. They may 
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mistrust civic institutions that have adopted an e-government approach to delivering 
the services of the state. Their problem-solving capacities may be limited by never 
getting beyond remedial tool literacy in the information literacy hierarchy, and it is 
likely that they can only envy the recognition associated with publication, authorship, 
and acknowledged authority that provides gratification to many digital creators. 

Manuel Castells has argued that despite rapid amelioration of some inequities in 
participation in electronic communication, the "digital divide" is being reinscribed 
along several axes. In particular, he notes that there is a divide between the "interact¬ 
ing" and the "interacted" in which the former "select their multidimensional circuits 
of communication," and the latter are "provided with a restricted number of prepack¬ 
aged choices. 

For example, as 3-D computer-generated models, animations, simulations, and 
games become increasingly important in public rhetoric, the issues surrounding pro¬ 
ductive digital literacy become more complex, particularly now that sophisticated 
software for photorealisfic rendering is importanf for much more than special effects 
in movies. Sensibilities in the public sphere are shaped by scientific reconstructions 
in paleontology, archeology, or microbiology, by reenactments of news stories, by 
models and animations in courtroom exhibits, by architectural renderings that promote 
particular visions for urban development, by computer-generated imagery in advertis¬ 
ing and corporate promotion, and by a wide range of political imaginaries in which 
digital experts depict everything from trucks carrying weapons of mass destruction to 
equipment landing safely on distant planets. Because this complicated software for 3-D 
design has a relatively steep learning curve, members of the general public rarely 
understand how this compellingly realistic imagery is created and manipulated. 

Even if the population gets beyond rudimentary receptive literacy and finally reaches 
fully functional productive literacy, their earlier rhetorical mistakes may haunt them. 
Impulsively posted messages by youthful senders can have remarkably irreversible 
consequences, as several recenf cases demonsfrate. For example, danah boyd has 
described how a MySpace page wifh gang-affiliated material almost compromised a 
high school student's college admission,and Tracy Mitrano tells the story of a college 
senior who was turned down for employment by a prestigious firm on the grounds of 
his compromising Facebook page.^^ 

Public Rhetoric through Electronic Means 

The digital literacy of policy makers and other political actors is also not without 
consequences, particularly when rank-and-file citizens in the electorate discover that 
disasters and scandals may have involved inappropriate or unprofessional forms of 
communication by government representatives or their bureaucratic agents. Remnants 
of digital intercourse may seem to be anonymously authored or fleetingly ephemeral 
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and thus trivial to the interests of the state, and yet these forms of communication 
can carry distinctive electronic signatures and addresses, or they can be saved and 
cached indefinitely. Because of the intimacy of the user's experience as either sender 
or receiver (inside the supposed privacy of home computing or the conventionally 
agreed-upon social bubble around other forms of ubiquitous contact and interchange 
via cell phones or hand-held devices) contemporary cyborgs might entertain the false 
percepfion fhat they are not creating documents that can be quickly disseminated and 
made public or leaving legible traces as readers in texts created by others, both of 
which can lead to unwelcome media revelations. 

The recent political history of elecfronic media in the public eye has been one of 
many dramatic rhetorical gaffes. A Florida congressman sends sexually explicit instant 
messages to underage pages in the House, and a national magazine immediately sug¬ 
gests that it could cost the ruling political party dominance in the midterm elections.^*’ 
A Virginia senator appears to use a racial epithet against a member of his challenger's 
feam documenting a fundraising evenf with a digital videocamera; footage of the 
incident is posted on a popular video-sharing site, and ultimately he loses the race 
and his party's majority in the U.S. Senate.A California governor is recorded uttering 
ethnic stereotypes about people from Latin America, and the MP3 files demonstrating 
his cultural insensitivity are posted on an official website, where they can be accessed 
by his opponent's campaign.^® A White House policy report on a "National Strategy 
for Victory" in Iraq, released as a portable document format (PDF) file, is revealed to 
have an embarrassing and previously undisclosed author, who turns out to be an 
expert in public relations rather than in the appropriate field of milifary sfrategy.^^ A 
Federal Emergency Managemenf Agency (FEMA) head coordinafing the response to 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 is exposed as self-absorbed when e-mails about his excessive 
attention to his fashion choices in preparation for press conferences come fo light.*’” 
As former Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld said, "People are running around 
wifh digifal cameras and faking these unbelievable photographs and passing them off, 
against the law, to the media, to our surprise, when they had not even arrived in the 
Pentagon."*’^ 

Given the high stakes and high visibility of fhis new form of public rheforic, it is 
no wonder that policy makers have increasingly turned to professional advertising 
agencies to design authorized government messages intended to provide a professional 
package for their constituents. To understand these novel alliances between public 
officials and the persuasive agents of corporafe consumer commerce, if is useful to 
look at four specific twenfy-first-century fields in governmenf rhetoric, which I will 
explain in further detail: (1) institutional branding, (2) public diplomacy, (3) social 
marketing, and (4) risk communication. 

Institutional branding is the practice of closely associafing corporate symbolic con¬ 
structs, often created by marketers, with information about civic institutions, as 
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though public organizations were analogous to manufacturers of a distinctive com¬ 
modity product distributed in a competitive marketplace.'’^ These symbolic constructs 
can include brand names, logos, trademarks, graphic identities, or distinctive verbal 
formulas. The aim of branding campaigns is to increase brand recognition, which is a 
measure of public familiarity with a given brand, and brand equity, or the set of related 
positive cognitive associations or fulfilling emotional responses, which may be tied to 
personal gratification, abstract social values, or both. 

The idea of branding a government institution like a corporate product created a 
scandal among professional diplomats and officials in nongovernmental agencies 
when Undersecretary of State for Public Diplomacy and former advertising executive 
Charlotte Beers began to use the language of Madison Avenue to describe soft power 
campaigns for the hearts and minds of foreign nationals and ethnic minorities opposed 
to U.S. policy. “Journalists were amazed that Beers was comparing Islam to McDonalds 
during a press conference a few months after the September 11 attacks and that she 
discussed the branding of America so matter-of-factly. As Beers said, " 'poster man'— 
well, you know, in a way, our poster people are President Bush and Secretary Powell, 
whom 1 think are pretty inspiring symbols of the brand, the United States.'"’'* 

Despite the public ridicule of Beers and her eventual exit from office, her basic 
approach in branding national governments and their official agencies to make them 
seem distinctive, competitive, and desirable has become the norm. Considering that 
some branding experts, such as Wally Olins, have traced the practice of corporate 
identity back to regalia for informal social associations, visual iconography for reli¬ 
gious orders, and finally patriotic symbols for nation-states, one could argue that the 
practice of branding has simply come full circle.*’^ Yet this form of public rhetoric does 
more than merely amplify official messages. The effects of these campaigns often 
extend beyond would-be laudable goals like providing more vivid information design 
to the electorate or creating more usable maps and indexes to assist citizens navigating 
through bureaucracies. Branding, as critics of globalization and corporate capitalism 
have pointed out, can also be a cultural strategy of economic, social, and political 
control, in which the rhetoric ultimately serves the purposes of deception by an illu¬ 
sionary narrowing of choices or by furthering obfuscation.'’'’ 

This policy shift toward institutional branding also risks limiting political dissent; 
at the same time, it fundamentally redefines what is meant by public property held 
in common. Although the content of government reports and public records has been 
traditionally free of copyright restrictions, these new branding strategies have placed 
certain limitations on how intellectual property assigned to the government is 
managed.'’^ For example, the National Security Agency has ostentatiously trademarked 
several mascots on its children's site. This might sound like a relatively trivial example 
of a proprietary exercise of power, but trademark protections have already been 
used in other cases to justify limiting parody, thus stifling constitutionally protected 
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sardonic critiques from political activists and dissenters. Of course, some of the graphic 
identity of federal institutions, such as the seal of the president, have been protected 
for a considerable length of time. Nonetheless, during recent years, the number of 
institutions whose seals are protected under the relevant federal law (Title 18, Section 
713 in the U.S. Code), along with the number of protected types of symbolic construct, 
has certainly expanded.*’® 

First Amendment protections for parody, particularly political parody, have tradi¬ 
tionally been affirmed by the Supreme Court.*’*' Yet the laws concerning federal seals 
have been used to justify cracking down on parodic content that imitates institutional 
online publications. For example, on December 12, 2002, the office of the vice presi¬ 
dent sent a content removal request to the parody website whitehouse.org regarding 
images and obviously satirical information about Lynne Cheney, the vice president's 
wife. The letter cited the Title 18 federal law as justification.^*' 

Thus, as images themselves are increasingly recognized as capable of serving as argu¬ 
ments,^’ sometimes without any recourse to verbal texts at all, this taboo on using 
certain images has consequences for public discourse more generally. For example, 
although skeptic David Fleming has asserted that visual images cannot serve as argu¬ 
ments because a picture in itself "makes no claim that can be contested, doubted, or 
improved upon by others, digital technology has changed this assumed lack of 
interactivity. The software program Photoshop, which makes the alteration of images 
by would-be critics easier for nonspecialists to undertake, would seem to contradict 
the basis of Fleming's claim. With Photoshop, the ideological messages of state- 
sanctioned images can be refined and debated. This digital tinkering interferes with 
the media consumption model of perfect replication for mass audiences upon which 
the culture industry depends.^® 

The use of the government's brand identity by others, particularly in cases of digital 
images used on parody websites, has been closely followed by federal officials, who 
have made intellectual property claims against several political opponents on the basis 
of an even broader definition of institutional brand identity that encompasses content 
other than official seals and traditional insignia. On August 14, 2006, the Department 
of Homeland Security dispatched a letter to the director of biology for the Federation 
of American Scientists (FAS) informing the often politically oppositional group that 
they were in violation of trademark and patent law.^'* The FAS had created a parody 
website, "Really Ready," which was critical of the rhetorical presentation of the gov¬ 
ernment's official Ready.gov site. Thus, both sites claimed to provide useful advice to 
citizens about the proper measures to take in preparation for possible terrorism. The 
federal official from the Department of Homeland Security asserted that the agency 
had filed service mark applications for several "Ready"-related graphics. Although the 
notice explicitly acknowledged a more generous free speech prerogative for critics of 
the administration such as the FAS than the 2002 letter from Cheney's office did, its 
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wording also made more expansive claims, by covering previously unregulated forms 
of visual public rhetoric and arguing for exclusive rights of ownership of the intellec¬ 
tual property as a government agency endowed with an new form of power different 
from eminent domain. The letter included the assertion that "we recognize that your 
organization has every right to advise the public about being prepared in the event 
of an emergency, we also have to service the American public in the best manner we 
can, including protecting the Government's intellectual property if that will prevent 
any future confusion in that regard. 

In this official letter, the legal counsel representing Homeland Security is not making 
a claim to conventional terrain for use in the public interest, such as a national park, 
deep water port, or any historically significant, environmentally sensitive, or strategi¬ 
cally essential territory. Nor is he arguing for requisitioning housing, supplies, or 
energy or construction resources on the basis of state interest. This is not property for 
the use of the general public being acquired; this is property that the public is explicitly 
forbidden to use. There are really two arguments at work here: (1) the government 
needs this virtual property in order to most efficiently convey emergency information 
to its citizens, and (2) the government has a legal right to this property on entirely 
different grounds, because it has registered the marks with another federal agency and 
thus hold a superior intellectual property claim. 

The principles behind protecting the government's intellectual property can be 
explained using the framework of rhetorician Richard Lanham's book The Economics 
of Attention: Style and Substance in the Age of Information 7^ Ironically, Lanham claims, 
real, tangible property has become less valued in an economy oriented around the 
worth of otherwise scarce attention, rather than of goods or real estate. By the law of 
supply and demand, virtual property for which you can "count eyeballs" has become 
the real currency standard, and the culture's commerce has come to depend on accu¬ 
mulation of this form of capital. 

Clearly, the "government's property" doesn't mean the samethingas "the commons," 
which has become a powerful utopian metaphor in the digital age.^^ David Bollier's 
2002 essay "Reclaiming the Commons" asserts that the once collectively owned 
resources of the nation are "rapidly being enclosed: privatized, traded in the market, 
and abused."^® Bollier claims that recent trademark and copyright legislation— 
particularly the Digital Millennium Copyright Act, the Copyright Term Extension Act, 
and the Trademark Anti-Dilution Act—is a manifestation of this trend and complains 
that legislators have ignored its potentially disastrous effects. He compares such laws 
to the Enclosure Acts of eighteenth-century England, which fenced off village commons 
land for active cultivation. Although these laws were justified by state-sanctioned 
policies of efficiency, they resulted in disproportionate benefits to privileged private 
interests and the further exclusion of the underclass from public resources. In arguing 
for an "Information Commons," Bollier takes issue with the thesis of Garrett Hardin's 
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1968 "The Tragedy of the Commons," which uses the grazing metaphor quite differ¬ 
ently/^ Cold War-era Hardin takes a Hobbesian view that focuses on the consequences 
of excessive liberty and the impossibility of sharing resources without abuses. His essay 
is leery of claims to both the inevitable dominance of the state's coercive power and 
the sustainability of an administrative culture capable of just, equitable, and rational 
distribution. In contrast, Bollier complains of a lack of liberty in public life, rather 
than its excess.®® Branding is a special case of the manifestation of fhis control. 

In principle, public diplomacy sounds less hegemonic and more committed to grass¬ 
roots organizing than do the strategies of institufional branding. If conventional 
diplomacy might be described as elite diplomacy or the communication between 
government leaders or top officials, public diplomacy is characferized by the tech¬ 
niques by which a country (or a bloc of countries organized into a military, political, 
or economic organization) communicates with citizens in other political states or 
societies. However, because these rhetorical strategies are often specifically formulated 
to bypass a given country's leadership structure, they may be justifiably perceived as 
a form of covert force or "soft power." Furthermore, corporate branding experts like 
Wally Olins have participated in articulating a new public diplomacy strategy for 
American international policy that attempts to capitalize on the rhetoric of the digital 
age.®i Websites, online video, advertisements, news broadcasts and print stories, film 
and television programs, cartoons, comics, music, and even videogames can be used 
by public diplomacy specialists in an attempt to sway opinion abroad. Like traditional 
advertising, sometimes these campaigns involve additional merchandising and product 
tie-ins.®^ 

Those in the academy who are affiliated with public diplomacy efforts often define 
their task in terms of fostering mutual cultural understanding or promoting peace by 
avoiding escalation to armed conflict. At the Center on Public Diplomacy at the Uni¬ 
versity of Soufhern California, public diplomacy is defined as "understanding, inform¬ 
ing, and influencing foreign audiences."®® Persuasion is relegated to a tertiary position, 
and the emphasis is on "dialogue, rather than a sales pitch."®‘‘ USC argues that "public 
diplomacy must be seen as a two-way street. It involves not only shaping the message(s) 
that a country wishes to present abroad, but also analyzing and understanding the 
ways that the message is interpreted by diverse societies and developing the tools of 
listening and conversation as well as the tools of persuasion."®® In contrast, the Edward 
R. Murrow Center of Public Diplomacy at Tufts University provides a definition of 
"public diplomacy" in which there is more acknowledgment of the importance of 
"influence" and the fact that campaigns may be addressing "private" rather than 
public political actors. John Rendon, chair of the Rendon Group, which has handled 
public diplomacy efforts in Iraq after the U.S. occupation, puts his role leading his 
company more baldly: "I am a person who uses communications to meet public policy 
or corporate objectives ... I am an Information Warrior and a perception manager."®® 
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Rendon's mixed metaphors of corporate management and military might are telling. 
Some of the actual government contractors who have handled the implementation 
of public diplomacy campaigns on the ground in recent years have been closely tied 
to traditional forms of aggressive influence peddling and rely on their prior profes¬ 
sional expertise, which is often derived from advertising and marketing, political 
campaigning, military service or mercenary work, or intelligence gathering turned to 
sponsoring disinformation efforts. The Lincoln Group was particularly shaken by 
scandal when it was revealed that it was planting stories in Iraqi newspapers, spending 
considerable sums of money on bribery, and expending some of its human resources 
on tasks related to physical intimidation of the populace.®^ 

Furthermore, many social scientists are suspicious of the long-term success of 
programs designed fo whef consumer appefites rather that foster intercultural com¬ 
munication. Anthony Pratkanis, a proponent of social influence fheory, has been 
highly critical of the information war in Iraq, which was led by government con¬ 
tractors first from the Lincoln Group and then the Rendon Group. Pratkanis has 
argued that although it may not have been as disastrous as the actual war fought 
with bombs and bullets, the campaign for Iraqi hearts and minds was doomed 
by poor administrative planning. By drawing on the lessons of social influence 
from World War II, Pratkanis argues that more recent models from advertising, public 
relations, and soft power will inevitably fail to effect long-term social influence, 
because these approaches don't indicate any engagement with analyzing the enemy's 
purpose and the related history of successful and unsuccessful messages in a given 
rhetorical context.®® Pratkanis’s authority rests on the fact that much of his fieldwork 
has been grounded in the everyday experiences of cifizens engaged in linguistic 
exchanges and social psychology experiments, with a long track record of published 
research and demonsfrable cause-and-effecf relationships. This includes research 
on domestic populations, such as U.S. con men communicating with the elderly.®^ 
Despite his background in social psychology, Pratkanis orients his critique of slick 
public diplomacy by harkening back to what he considers to be the still-true 
lessons of classical rhetoric, often by quoting Aristotle and citing the beliefs of the 
Sophists.^” 

Social marketing is the application of commercial markefing concepts and techniques 
to achieve social change by affecting the behavior or social practices of a targef 
population to get them to lead healthier and more productive lives, obey generally 
agreed-on social rules, and hopefully cost the state less by saving money otherwise 
spent on medical care, social services, and incarceration.^^ Social marketing as such 
officially began in 1972 with the publication of an article in the Journal of Marketing 
by traditional marketing experts Philip Kotler and Gerald Zaltman, who used their 
corporate experiences to codify strategies for "social change campaigns." Anofher 
published authority on social marketing, Alan R. Andreasen, notes that unlike "social 
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advertising," which merely promotes the image of a desired behavior change by 
emphasizing how social goods function as "products," social marketing adopts a sys¬ 
temic approach that also considers how to best adjust the "price" of fhe behavior 
change and make fhe "place" of behavior change more accessible to the consumer.^^ 
Social marketers often differentiate themselves from fhe earlier "social hygiene" or 
"menfal hygiene" movements of the Cold War era,^^ which were closely tied to edu¬ 
cational films. For contemporary social marketers, schools are no longer the primary 
institutions for indocfrinafion. Thus contemporary social marketing can reach a 
number of differenf niche audiences and use fhe more flexible model of the mobile 
commodity that may circulate.Even social norms can be treated as exchangeable 
goods, ironically—in one case—at an academic research center funded by a corpora- 
fion synonymous wifh the alcohol industry.^'’ Many political progressives have lauded 
the organized efforts of social markefers, which are direcfed by one group (the change 
agent) to persuade others (the target adopters) to accept, modify, or abandon certain 
ideas, attitudes, practices or behavior. Universities have also granted social marketing 
status as an academic discipline, although, like public diplomacy, social marketing has 
also struggled with establishing lasting professional organizations.^^ 

Social marketing campaigns are also sometimes closely associated with cause market¬ 
ing campaigns, which encourage donations of money or labor to support research, 
treatment, or other social services. Critics of cause marketing complain that issues like 
breast cancer or other matters of public healfh and safefy may be consigned fo private 
charity or "selfish giving" initiatives that encourage consumers to buy goods from 
private sector vendors who are sponsors and who give a fraction of the proceeds to 
the cause. 

The irony is that the same advertising industry brought the United States many of 
fhe social ills fhat social markefing strives to ameliorate. After all, smoking and obesity 
may be seen as medical conditions at least partially caused by stoking the desires 
for immediate gratification and conspicuous consumption, which the advertising 
industry feeds. Yet now advertisers are charged with fixing ills that they helped create. 
Furthermore, because social marketing explicitly uses the same tools and techniques 
as traditional advertising, this form of public rhetoric can risk reinforcing repressive 
norms abouf gender, sexuality, class, race, and age and increasing the amplitude of 
messages about conformity and homogenization already bombarding the public 
through mainstream media channels. Although some social marketing campaigns 
make use of an "adbusfers" approach, which uses fhe fools of fhe advertising industry 
to subvert its ideology, many others reinforce existing prejudices. For example, recent 
campaigns about HIV, smoking, obesity, and skin cancer have all emphasized the 
importance of mainfaining superficial physical affractiveness and even sex appeal as 
grounds for behavior change, offen in lieu of a presenting more serious risks to the 
public, such as long-term illness or early mortality.^^ 
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From the standpoint of public rhetoric, it would seem to be preferable to foster open 
discussion, deliberation, debate, consensus, and compromise rather than deploy 
implicit, undebated, and even unconscious appeals that may actually intensify exist¬ 
ing prejudices through covert means. Moreover, social marketing risks promulgating 
top-down forms of polifical organization and sometimes even repressing grassroots 
opposition to its messages.For example California voters have passed propositions 
that decriminalize some forms of marijuana possession; at the same time public health 
campaigns in the state advocate continuing prohibition on medical uses of the drug, 
despite the fact that the constituents they are targeting already favored greater liber¬ 
alization at the ballot box. Certainly, social marketers should beware of creating cogni¬ 
tive dissonance, particularly when there is a different emerging consensus at the level 
of populist initiatives. Finally, the issue here is one of real goods in common as well 
as virtual ones. Policy makers always must decide how budgets should be apportioned, 
and the benefits of spending marketing money can be difficult to account for in com¬ 
parison to concrete goods distributed or services rendered. 

At their very worst, because these campaigns depend on the ideology of the com¬ 
petitive capitalist marketplace, social marketing rhetoric may devolve into the same 
"Brand X versus Brand Y" techniques that present a distorting binary worldview based 
on either/or logic.^”^ Thus even social goods grounded in positive communal values 
like volunteerism and personal generosity could be presented as being in competition 
with each other. For example, the 2005 "Blood Saves" campaign, which targeted a 
young adult demographic, emphasized how much simpler blood donation would be 
than more idealistic forms of social action, because supposedly really ambitious good 
deeds inevitably have negative consequences. Television spots show the travails of fwo 
do-gooder characfers, Julie and Charlie. Charlie wants to stop a labor injustice, but he 
unintentionally creates environmental pollution; Julie wants to halt environmental 
pollution, but unfortunately she puts events into motion that cause a labor injustice. 
The "Why bother to take political initiative?" message is clear, as is the message about 
limiting personal contributions to society. As Slate critic Seth Stevenson asks, "Since 
when do charities bash the competition? 

Risk communication involves the transmission of vital information to the civilian 
population before, during, and after emergencies. Its most important design principle 
is to forestall panic, distrust, or disregard for the rule of law. As governments have 
responded to anxieties from the public about the likelihood of anofher catasfrophic 
terrorist attack or a global flu pandemic, risk communication has received more media 
attention and more public funding, and risk communicators have pursued opportuni¬ 
ties to use distributed digital media, particularly now that news is also transmitted 
rapidly through channels other than television or radio. At the same time, connections 
to the advertising and marketing industries have been solidified as government offi¬ 
cials attempt to respond effectively to public concerns. Ad agencies such as BBDO^”^ 
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have handled campaigns for the federal government's risk communication efforts, and 
the chairman of the mega-agency Interpublic Group sits on the advisory board of the 
Department of Homeland Security.Although many of these projects are volunteer 
efforts, taxpayers could be affected if the firms can deduct their pro bono work. 

In 1989, the National Research Council defined risk communication as "an integra¬ 
tive process of exchange of information and opinions among individuals, groups, and 
institutions that often involves multiple messages about the nature of the risk or 
expressing concerns, opinions, or reactions to risk messages or to the legal and insti¬ 
tutional arrangements for risk management. However, risk communication is 
directly related to social marketing to the extent that many social marketing cam¬ 
paigns are designed to alert the public that they may be at risk of mortality, illness, 
physical danger, or psychic trauma. For example, the first HIV/AIDS campaigns were 
designed to explain the difficulty of becoming infected through casual contact, includ¬ 
ing everyday interactions like shaking hands or using a public toilet. 

Risk communication expert Peter Sandman, however, is careful to differentiate 
between "public relations" and "stakeholder relations." For Sandman, the general 
public is assumed to be inattentive and credulous, while concerned stakeholders are 
willing to devote time to more complicated messages; yet this population is also much 
more likely to be skeptical.'”^ In Sandman's essay "Why Are People Over-Reacting to 
Risk?" he suggests that audiences can respond to risk communication messages in a 
number of ways. 

Roughly two decades ago I suggested dividing the concept of risk into two components. I labeled 
the technical side of risk (magnitude times probability) "hazard" and the rest of risk (factors like 
control, trust, dread, voluntariness, and responsiveness) "outrage." People's response to risk, I 
argued, is mostly a response to outrage. So when hazard is high and outrage is low, people under¬ 
react. And when hazard is low and outrage is high, they over-react.'”® 

As Sandman points out, risk communication can increase the level of fear as well 
as diminish it. Although fear-based campaigns in social marketing have been criticized 
by some, exploiting the psychic energy of fear can be integral to the rhetorical 
dynamic of risk communication. After all, Aristotle advised rhetoricians in Book II, 
Chapter 5 of his Rhetoric that threats to safety always engage the public with an orator's 
message, because "fear makes people inclined to deliberation." In these situations 
when it is advisable that the audience should be frightened, the orator must "make 
them realize that they are liable to suffering"'”'' and that negative consequences have 
happened to others who were stronger, and are happening—or have happened—to 
people like themselves, at the hands of unexpected people, in an unexpected form, 
and at an unexpected time. 

Unfortunately, sometimes more thought is given to the graphic presentation of risk 
communication messages to the general public than those aimed at critical decision 
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makers. In his three-volume encyclopedic series on information design, Edward R. 
Tufte has argued that many disasters and tragedies could have been avoided with better 
visual explanations and clearer displays of quantitative and qualitative information 
to policy makers as well as to the public. In his essay on "Visual and Statistical Think¬ 
ing: Displays of Evidence for Making Decisions," he cites as an exemplary model the 
1854 work of John Snow, who mapped London's contaminated wells to represent 
cholera transmission in a way comprehensible to urban planners. In contrast. National 
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) engineers presented unclear data, solely 
in numerical form, which made it difficult to see potential problems with the Chal¬ 
lenger space shuttle.When the Columbia space shuttle crashed, Tufte blamed bad 
information design in a garbled PowerPoint slide. 

Nonetheless, some risk communication professionals don't advocate complete infor¬ 
mation transparency of the kind that is valued in open source communities. Although 
withholding information often leads to mistrust in the government, dispensing it too 
freely can sometimes stimulate a panic. The federal government has developed a 
number of "governance dilemmas," involving scenarios such as bioterrorism,which 
are designed to dramatize the difficulty of the balance. Furthermore, to save individu¬ 
als, people may risk whole populations—for example, by not observing rules on 
quarantine; on the other hand, to save populations, citizens may self-centeredly dis¬ 
regard threats to the life and health of other individuals. 

During the Cold War period, risk communication focused on threats to public safety 
and the environmental catastrophe that would result from a Soviet nuclear attack. 
Some of these risk communication efforts came to be ridiculed in retrospect, such as 
the 1951 "Duck and Cover" campaign aimed at schoolchildren.Thanks to digital 
media, present-day risk communication campaigns may be lampooned almost imme¬ 
diately, as in the case of the color-coded Threat Advisory System from the Department 
of Homeland Security. Although Brian Massumi has described this alert system as 
an abstracted series of cues intended only to "direct bodily responsiveness rather 
than reproduce a form or transmit definite content" to reinforce "the irrational, self- 
propelling mode of fear-based collective individuation,"^^'* in many ways it functions 
as a medium rather than a channel. There are now literally hundreds of humorous 
alternative versions of the ubiquitous graphic of five colored bars, poking fun at the 
essential oversimplification of risk communication that the original threat alert rep¬ 
resents. A feminist peace group. Code Pink, put their name at the bottom of the scale 
with their pink label and the words "Peace and Harmony" to remind citizens that the 
desired state of a lack of conflict is not even represented on the chart.**^ A "Democracy 
Threat Advisory System" showed a register topped by "Martial Law."***’ A Sesame Street 
terror alert graphic ranged from an Elmo condition to an Oscar the Grouch.**^ There 
was even a pro-administration "Liberal Terror Alert" system, which showed photographs 
of left-wing politicians and pundits.**® In an attempt to seem to move from risk 
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communication to more neutral information representation, an article from Wired, 
"One Million Ways fo Die," is illustrated with a graphic showing that the relative risk 
of dying in a ferrorist attack is comparatively quite low. 

There are, in fact, digital parodies that mock all four rhetorical tendencies to which 
I am pointing in the rhetoric of the contemporary state. There is an online video 
send-up of fhe social marketing campaign designed to get young people not to make 
digital copies.There are other online videos that make fun of fhe public diplomacy 
efforfs of A1 Qaeda jihadists fo bypass the U.S. ruling government and appeal to 
average Americans directly. There are images that mock institutional branding 
efforts. For example, after 1 wrote in my Virtualpolitik blog about the fact that an 
extensive part of the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) 
website is devoted to brand identity rather than techniques for ending world hunger 
and poverfy,'^^ my colleague Professor Julia Lupton fransformed the message under¬ 
neath the USAID logo, changed its official seal, and fhen posted it to her own Design 
Your Life blog with the punning title "Brand Aid."'^^ It is worth noting that, in addi¬ 
tion to branding, USAID also has expanded its public diplomacy efforts,^^^ to which 
Lupton also alludes with the moniker "Band-Aid Diplomacy." 

At the same time, multinational corporations have become important actors in 
encouraging government agencies to pursue these four rhetorical strategies to influ¬ 
ence the public. Some firms have been involved in many different types of collabora- 
fion befween Madison Avenue and the Beltway. For example, the public relations firm 
Allyn & Company has produced private sector advertising for conventional print ads 
and logos for companies such as Wal-Mart and Coca-Cola; political campaigns for 
parfies and candidates in the United States, Indonesia, and the Bahamas; a public 
diplomacy campaign on behalf of the government of Mexico aimed at changing U.S. 
public opinion in favor of building a physical barrier between the two countries to 
one more amenable to liberalized immigration; and a social marketing campaign to 
discourage unwed mothers from abandoning fheir newborn babies in dumpsters and 
other hazardous locations with a "Baby Moses" spot aired on television. 


IDENTITY 



LOGO 


USAID^ 

FROM THE AMERICAN PEOPLE 

I TAGUNE -—I 

BKANDMAKK BKAM) NAME - 


IDENTITY 

1 ' I 

^^USAIDli 

BAND-AID DIPLOMACY ^ 

I- j -1 I TACUNE - - 1 

LOGO BKASUMARK BKANUNAMt - 


Figure 2.8 

"Brand Aid" before and after. Courtesy of Julia Lupton. 
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Messages can also be designed to encourage stakeholders to express their resistance 
to these alliances between government agencies and commercial advertisers. There are 
many parties who resent the cooperation of the state with media consolidation, con¬ 
sumerism, commercialism, or the proprietary ownership of culture. These groups 
include activists for the creative commons and copyleft movements, bloggers, culture 
jammers, adbusters, creators of live and virtual political theater, telestreet producers 
of narrowcast content, smart mobs with cell phones, do-it-yourself (DiY) enthusiasts, 
open source and homebrew programmers, remix and mash-up artists, and political 
crowds of all types. 

Of course, norms regarding audience participation have ostensibly changed, which 
is reflected in some of the government's rhetorical appeals to the public through digital 
media interfaces. Rather than merely listening passively to presidential oratory, visitors 
to the White House website are encouraged to engage in online "chat" with govern¬ 
ment officials^^^ or take a 360-degree panoramic tour of each of the building's histori¬ 
cally important rooms. While some might complain that highly scripted unit 
operations are in danger of replacing traditional forms of interacfivity with govern¬ 
ment—such as voting, signing petitions, or walking precincts—there are ways that 
these functions make the visitor cognizant of the constraints of such sfylized simula¬ 
tions and open up the possibility for critique. 

Ian Bogost has written specifically about "procedural rhetoric" in interactive elec¬ 
tronic media, which he distinguishes from traditional verbal or visual rhetoric and 
even from forms of rhetoric that merely use computer-mediated communication as a 
presentation technology, to explain how videogames and other interactive media 
influence users and present particular ideologies. 

I call this new form procedural rhetoric, the art of persuasion through rule-based representations 
and interactions rather than spoken word, writing, images, or moving pictures. This type of per¬ 
suasion is tied to the core affordances of the computer: computers run processes, they execute 
calculations and rule-based symbolic manipulations.'^® 

Bogost focuses largely on the case of "persuasive games," videogames designed to 
influence players by encouraging them to explore boundaries and other constraints 
or exploit features created by certain rules of play. He argues that even seemingly 
recreational videogames can put forward implicif arguments—for example, about 
the value of public transportation (in Sim City) or the structural factors that 
contribute to obesity in urban culture (in Grand Theft Auto). In Bogost's analysis 
of polifical games, advertising games, and educational games, he claims that such 
games may engage players in ways that potentially allow them to read the same 
algorithms critically and against the grain and thus—through an awareness of a 
given sysfem's affordances and limitations—imagine alternative explanations or 
counternarratives. 
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Although he doesn’t name it "rhetoric" initially, Bogost introduces the rhetorical 
possibilities of games in his earlier book Unit Operations by pointing out how users 
experience rules of play and fechnical consfrainfs and the ways these limiting struc¬ 
tures simultaneously facilitate enjoyment and critique. For example, Bogost describes 
how machinima artist Jim Munroe creates a film of his gameplay wifh Grand Theft 
Auto, which violates and yet reinscribes many of the rules of fhe game. In My Trip to 
Liberty City, the player avoids theft and violent confrontations and instead wanders 
around the urban environment as a Canadian tourist, a mime, and a priest. Instead 
of drawing a false moral abouf fhe efhical superiorify of nonviolent behavior in the 
virtual cityscape, Bogost shows how Munroe's counternarrative represents a more 
ambiguous form of rheforical engagemenf. 

As Bogosf notes, governments have developed many videogames for fheir employees 
and constifuenfs thaf cover topics in the public interest from disease control to taxes 
and budgeting,'^® but the dual function of procedural rhetoric, which naturalizes and 
denaturalizes specific procedures, extends to other digital genres through which state 
organizations communicate with their stakeholders. For example, as a member of the 
teaching faculty of the University of California and fhus a worker for a sfafe agency, 
I was required to complete mandated sexual harassment training, which 1 could either 
do in a face-to-face on-campus workshop or from home fhrough an online tuforial. 
Like mosf of my colleagues, I chose fhe remote option. 

At the level of verbal and visual rheforic, I was exposed to argumentative claims 
related to the definitions, causes, and consequences of sexual harassment and several 
explanations of the institution's position on the importance of the subject. The 
program presented dozens of office sexuality scenarios with a number of possible 
gender configurafions. The answers were very clearly felegraphed to the user, however, 
and wrong responses were often laughably so. Although trial and error didn't seem 
to be punished, it certainly wasn't encouraged either, because the second-best choice 
was rarely very tempting. Furthermore, the visual representation of intimate office 
inferacfions was very crude because fhe narrafives were illustrated with comics-style 
graphics. 

In clicking on answers in the process of complefing the tutorial, 1 also found myself 
reading fhose official verbal and visual claims quife crifically. Most of fhe answers were 
obvious fo me, perhaps because 1 was already an adminisfrator, but I found their actual 
obviousness to be extremely ideologically loaded when 1 looked closely at the indi¬ 
vidual slides. Why were only women shown wearing inappropriate clothing to work? 
Why was the female dress code more regulafed?^^* Why did fhe role-playing never 
presenf a supervisor (dean, deparfment chair, lab supervisor, or program manager) 
who was gay or lesbian? Why did homosexuals only appear as acfors in the conflict, 
never as decision makers in the resolution? What did this tell me about the point of 
view thaf I was supposed to be adopting and how that point of view was gendered? 
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Figure 2.9 

Online sexual harassment tutorial for employees of the University of California, 2006, Copyright 
2008 hy Workplace Answers, Inc. All rights reserved. Used with permission. 


I was also aware of a procedural rhetoric at work, which was separate from my 
analysis of its verbal and visual persuasive appeals. The system was not tabulating 
"right" and "wrong" answers or checking me periodically with a question to gauge 
my attention level. The only way it kept score was by showing the total number of 
minutes passed in my online sessions, the page number 1 was reading, a progress bar 
indicating my relative location in the tutorial between the beginning and the end, 
and a dial with red, yellow, and green segments, so I could be reminded if I was reading 
too quickly to be properly paced. Of these, the only number that was important for 
monitoring purposes was the number of minutes total. All that seemed to matter to 
the computer program was that I complete two hours of online time; 1 didn't have to 
demonstrate competence with any particular minimum fraction of the total material. 
It was even less rigorous than another form of state-sanctioned timed online instruc¬ 
tion, traffic school, a procedural rhetoric with which I, like many Californians, was 
already familiar. 
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Naturally, everyone who did the tutorial found themselves wanting to game the 
system, particularly when the essential cheat code was so simple. Those who finished 
the whole tutorial correctly and conscientiously told others that they were only pun¬ 
ished for reaching the end too early, and were then made to go back and repeat sec¬ 
tions until their time was up. Rather than thinking about possible ideological critiques 
of the system, like the ones with which I found myself absorbed, my colleagues 
invested their attention elsewhere. Some spent their time on other university work 
while the online clock was ticking: they graded papers during the tutorial or held 
telephone conversations on professional business. Others realized that they could just 
open another web window and take care of e-mail or surf fhe web. 

They were clearly geffing a message abouf the choices the university had made in 
deciding to deploy this particular form of procedural rhetoric. Even though the orga¬ 
nization's own managers, potentially including the president of fhe enfire ten-campus 
University of California system himself, might have completed the same online tuto¬ 
rial under similar and thus seemingly democratic conditions, there might be a disqui¬ 
eting implication that those in power were only concerned with taking an arbitrary 
statistical measure to prove some technical compliance through a gesture of educating 
employees about laws preventing hostile workplaces. The "cheaters" resisted partly 
because they may have figured out that the price of limiting potential liability for 
future litigation was to be exacted from the labor force in the form of addifional hours 
of work, even though all that would be produced would be a relatively empty signifier, 
particularly without a real assessment of fhe distance learning program. Those who 
took the tutorial might have intuited another purpose of the exercise for universify 
adminisfrators: fo avoid serious, substantive, structural changes in the conditions of 
academic labor relating to gender and sexuality. 

Of course, the digital rhetoric of fhe virtual state aims at much wider audiences than 
its own employees. As a number of recenf studies have shown, traffic to government 
websites has increased almost exponentially. As the Pew Internet & American Life 
Project pointed out in its report on "The Commons of fhe Tragedy," unique visifors 
fo official agency websifes jumped dramafically after the attacks of September 
In anticipation of the needs of fhese new audiences, many, gov websites undertook 
dramatic makeovers. For example, "before" and "affer" images of fhe "press conference" 
secfion of the FBI website demonstrate how state interests may adjust their visual 
appeals by using noticeably different layout strategies. 

In the earlier version of FBI websfyle, fhe agency used a design templafe on their 
"press release" page^^^ that was common among law enforcement and military sites 
at the time, situating documents against a black background and using sans serif type 
with 3-D effects, sometimes with a chrome or other metallic finish on the letters. It 
is important also to note that in 2001 the FBI website was composed of comparatively 
few pages, many of which suggested the traditional print genre of fhe wanted poster. 
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Figure 2.10 

2005 Press Room of FBI website after web redesign. 


The banner also featured the FBI government seal, which is proprietary to the U.S. 
government, although it was largely blocked by type, along with a newspaper with a 
blurred headline held by a pair of disembodied hands. 

In contrast, the version from four years later uses a white background, perhaps to 
conserve the audience's printer ink and to conform with the design philosophy of 
other federal government sites. (The FBI site is used as an exemplar in several sections 
of the guidelines at http://www.usability.gov/.) The official seal is shown much more 
clearly as it is no longer obscured by lettering. This webpage also has come to incor¬ 
porate the American flag, which many government websites have adopted as a hori¬ 
zontal design motif since the sharp rise in displays of nationalism after the terrorist 
attacks.What is particularly interesting about this particular graphic is that it serves 
as a metarepresentation, which presents an image within an image in the layout; thus 
it reiterates the seal, the flag, and the banner lettering in its basic design. As a state- 
sanctioned rhetorical presentation it establishes its authority multiple times, with no 
fewer than three official seals on the page and word repetitions including the phrase 
"press room" itself. 

When one sees the actual word "rhetoric" on the website of a government agency 
or other public institution, the term is almost never endowed with a positive 
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meaning. The White House wehsite is typical. We are told that "Saddam Hussein’s 
rhetoric is being removed from Iraqi schoolchildren’s textbooks,that "old, tired, 
stale political rhetoric" needs to be resisted for budget planning,that "rhetoric" 
needs to be brought in line with "our traditions" during the immigration debate, 
and that "rhetoric" is opposed to "reality" in our dealings with the Korean 
peninsula. 

Ironically, opponents of government policies restricting cultural production around 
a burgeoning digital culture often distance themselves from the term "rhetoric" as 
well. For example, in Lawrence Lessig's Free Culture, "rhetoric" indicates that "hard 
questions" about "balance" are being avoided,that the "rostrum" produces overly 
"simple" language,and that "great rhetoric" is "wonderfully romantic" and 
"absurd.Even those, such as Lisa Nakamura, who question the heterosexual 
white male biases of supposedly politically oppositional "free culture" ideologies use 
"rhetoric" dismissively. For example, Nakamura talks disparagingly about "libertarian 
rhetoric,the rhetoric of the "global village,"^^^ and the "rhetoric of the digital 
divide.In other words, the criticisms of rhetoric from Plato’s Gorgias seem to be 
alive and well in the digital age, even if this anti-rhetoric ideology is not sufficient 
alone to unite those with widely disparate views on other matters of cultural policy. 

The search engine on the made-over FBI website also leads back to an early Internet 
defense of the traditional arts of oratory. A 1996 text file titled "The Four R’s for Police 
Executives," by James D. Sewell, explains the value of rhetoric to the "law enforcement 
executive." Among other options, Sewell recommends Toastmasters to FBI agents 
because "skillful oral communication is not so much a product of innate ability as 
one of desire, training, and practice.At the same time, another 1996 text file asso¬ 
ciates rhetoric with extremist groups, using language similar to pronouncements about 
jihadists that would be made a decade later. In "The Lethal Triad: Understanding the 
Nature of Isolated Extremist Groups," Kevin M. Gilmartin asserts that, as time pro¬ 
gresses, "the rocking, chanting, rhetoric-espousing individual becomes unable to ques¬ 
tion either the group’s tenets or its organizational authority structure. 

Digital Rhetoric as a Field of Study 

In the academy, the value of rhetoric is somewhat more likely to be defended. Today 
there are faculty appointments advertised for professors of "digital rhetoric"^'*® and 
courses listed in college catalogs on the subject.Yet this particular combination of 
words is a relatively recent formulation. The genealogy of this specific term can be 
traced to Richard Lanham and his seminal essay on the subject, "Digital Rhetoric: 
Theory, Practice, and Property" (1992), which later appeared as "Digital Rhetoric and 
the Digital Arts" (1993).Lanham’s interest in multimedia goes back to at least 1979, 
when he created a multimedia video with animated digital lettering for his writing 
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textbook Revising ProseA few years later, he attended an early SIGGRAPH conference 
and realized the power of computer-generated imaging technology. By the mid-1980s, 
he was reading British science writer Jeremy Campbell's account of information theory, 
Grammaticai Man: Information, Entropy, Language, and Life,^^^ and in a 1988 keynote 
address at Duke University, Lanham was imagining how a hypothetical student might 
be reading a computerized version of Love's Labour's Lost. During this period Lanham 
gave several prominent addresses to prestigious academic organizations, such as the 
Modern Language Association, where members appeared to he reluctant to embrace 
his enthusiasm for multidisciplinary explorations. 

Like his predecessor Marshall McLuhan, Lanham was a crossdisciplinary popularizer 
who once even attempted to define "digital literacy" in the pages of Scientific 
American.^^^ When Lanham published The Electronic Word: Democracy, Technology, and 
the Arts, it also appeared in an electronic "expanded book" version for Macintosh. 
That version was produced by the University of Chicago Press and inspired by the 
now-defunct multimedia software publisher The Voyager Company. Reviews of the 
digital version of Lanham’s text were mixed. Some praised how the "analytical reading 
and dialogue with the author" was "more efficient" in the electronic form,^^^ while 
others complained that Lanham did not take adequate advantage of the rhetorical 
opportunities of a digital hypertext.Despite the challenge of working outside the 
linear academic prose forms that he knew so well, Lanham pursued subsequent col¬ 
laborations with multimedia software development firms, which included a never- 
produced volume on Three Thousand Years of Multimedia to have been released by 
Calliope under the direction of Robert Winter and Jay Heifeitz.^^*’ 

Some of the earliest polemics about digital rhetoric were occupied with defensive 
postures on behalf of the new discipline, many of which involved taking sides in 
intellectual turf wars within the academy. To understand digital rhetoric in the 1980s 
and 1990s, it is useful to look at several trends. Traditionalists were attempting to 
insulate themselves from what they perceived as a triple threat, consisting of an assault 
on the preeminent authority of print from media studies, the advent of a disruptive 
new class of practitioner-theorists, and the introduction of unconventional collabora¬ 
tive procedures, which broke even the rules of peripheral university programs like 
creative writing. Digital rhetoric was also responding to two major influences on the 
field of rhetorical studies more generally: continental critical theory, particularly the 
work of deconstructionist philosopher Jacques Derrida, and anti-Socratic revisions to 
rhetorical history, which questioned the authority of Aristotle as a founding father of 
the discipline. 

At the time Lanham was writing, a series of fin de siecle debates about the mortality 
of print literature was taking place in literary journals, academic publications, and 
occasionally the mainstream media. The various death knells clanging over the literary 
scene included the death of poetry, the death of the novel, and the death of literature 
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more generally. One of the books in this genre that Lanham is reacting to is actually 
titled The Death of Literature. Its author Alvin Kernan blames deconstruction for 
sapping texts of their symbolic power and thus leaving them vulnerable to a final 
coup de grace at the hands of a brutish mass media. Although Lanham also treats 
poststructuralist critical theory as being of dubious value, he takes Kernan to task for 
bemoaning declining literacy while also upholding the cultural elitism that denigrates 
college composition and other sectors of practical rhetoric. 

In "Digital Rhetoric and the Digital Arts," Lanham jumps to answer his own central 
question: "What happens when the text moves from page to screen?" At one level, 
what Lanham describes in his answer is a classic information bomb in which "the 
fixed, authoritative, canonical text, simply explodes into the ether."^^^ At another 
level, he imagines a transformation that is creative as well as destructive, because the 
reader can become a writer now that such texts are "unfixed and interactive."'^® 

In formulating a disciplinary realm for digital rhetoric, Lanham appeases the tradi¬ 
tionalists by attempting to integrate new media studies into a longer rhetorical history. 
Yet, at the same time, he is alerting his colleagues that a fundamental paradigm shift 
is taking place in the present moment. Specifically, Lanham argues that it is the very 
model of knowledge itself that is dying, and that its close association with the more 
obviously outmoded codex form is merely serving as a distraction from the fact of 
knowledge's impending demise. In his work on the "sociality of knowledge," Lanham 
argues that "electronic information" not only changes what is meant by "author" and 
"text," but also "desubstantializes" the arts and letters, along with the industrial revo¬ 
lution that produced them.'®^ 

Lanham is very pointedly not responding to another significant factor that shaped 
the discourses about digital rhetoric at the time, as the ideas of Jacques Derrida and 
of poststructuralism more generally were becoming part of the canon, studied in 
graduate programs in rhetoric, and cited frequently in prominent books and theoreti¬ 
cal journals in the field. At one point in The Electronic Word, Lanham briefly raises the 
work of Paul de Man and Derrida, only to dismiss their respective efforts on blindness 
and insight in reading or the inherently unstable character of text as pale imitations 
of rhetorician Kenneth Burke in the 1930s. He also distances himself from some of 
his fellow digital rhetoricians, who were using poststructuralism to explain contem¬ 
porary media culture and information architecture, notably George Landow and 
Gregory Ulmer. 

Despite their different theoretical orientations, both west coast Lanham and his east 
coast contemporary Landow emphasize the need for brand-new academic institutions 
in their founding texts for the discipline.'®' As Lanham writes, "If what we hopefully 
call the 'real world' is moving toward the electronic word, can we continue to plan 
our curriculum around great books? Can we, in fact, continue to think of the curricu¬ 
lum in our customary linear terms—preparatory courses, intermediate ones, advanced. 
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prerequisites, the whole big catalog enchilada?"'^ Landow also appears to believe that 
digital rhetoric necessarily involves a complete redesign of the academy and a restruc¬ 
turing of literary education. For example, in the original 1992 edition of Hypertext, 
Landow predicfs that hypertext and hypermedia will attract more nontraditional stu¬ 
dents, foster more situations for collaborative learning, and change the current system 
of credit hours and timed examinations. Landow also assumes that new digital texts 
will reshape the literary canon and require that students and their instructors be like¬ 
wise "reconfigured." 

In this classic and frequently upgraded book, which later appeared as Hypertext 2.0 
and Hypertext 3.0, Landow examines how electronic documents link to each other and 
how the reader makes choices among competing texts and alternative logical paths. 
Landow sees a cultural convergence taking place in which software development and 
poststructuralist theory are producing analogous if nof homologous texts. He fre¬ 
quently cites the work of Derrida, Barthes, and Foucault. Yet Landow asserts that the 
poststructuralist reader is still oriented through a "rhetoric of arrival and departures." 
For example, in Hypertext 3.0, Landow says that linking "permits simple means of ori¬ 
enting readers by allowing a basic rhetoric of departure" whereby these readers will 
be directed to "a clearly defined point in the text" that operates through a rhetoric of 
arrival.Landow's approach to digital rhetoric is prescriptive as well as descriptive. 
For example, in a section on "How Should We Write Hypertext?" Landow proposes 
"A Rhetoric and Stylistics of Writing for E-Space." 

In contrast, software theorist Lev Manovich considers such digital rhetoric to be 
an oxymoron, given the paratactic organization of weblinks. He equates rhetoric 
with stylized hierarchies of tropes that he believes do not transcode to computer 
interfaces. 

Traditionally, texts encoded human knowledge and memory, instructed, inspired, convinced, 
and seduced their readers to adopt new ideas, new ways of interpreting the world, new ideolo¬ 
gies. In short, the printed word was linked to the art of rhetoric. While it is probably possible to 
invent a new rhetoric of hypermedia that will use hyperlinking not to distract the reader from 
the argument (as is often the case today), but rather to further convince her of an argument's 
validity, the sheer existence and popularity of hyperlinking exemplifies the continuing decline 
of the field of rhetoric in the modern era.“^ 

Although Manovich clearly doesn't associate rhetoric with mere distraction or dis¬ 
simulation, as the term often colloquially appears, he asserts that any rhetoric of new 
media would need to be invented because real digital arguments do not even exist at 
present. 

However, Manovich's bold assertions in his own "death of rheforic" narrative are 
highly questionable, given the facts of electronic texts and the disciplines that study 
them. Most obviously, hypertext doesn't present the user with all the data at once; if 
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anything, hypertext delays and defers the revelation of information beneath layers of 
weh artifacts, often much more effectively or—in Manovich's terms—seductively than 
the direct access offered by the easily flippable pages of a book. Furthermore, his 
characterization of rhetoric as being the handmaiden of the printed word seems par¬ 
ticularly counterfactual in light of the number of professional rhetoricians throughout 
history who have grounded their field in classical oratory and the norms of social 
interaction in oral culture. 

One of the earliest advocates for understanding the role of orality in digital culture 
was Gregory Ulmer, who is frequently cited by Landow as a precursor to his own work. 
Although much of Ulmer's analysis is set in the 1980s and thus focuses on the model 
of television as a media platform upon which to apply Derridean philosophy, rather 
than hypertext or hypermedia, Ulmer seems extraordinarily prescient elsewhere. Par¬ 
ticularly in the current information environment of user-friendly desktop digital tools, 
his work on sampling and recombinant activities with audiotapes and films remains 
extremely relevant. He points out that modern-day digital bards can manipulate 
received content from collective sources and answers the objections of humanists, 
such as Jerry Mander or Neil Postman, who "condemn electronic orality because they 
assume that a free society depends on the subject of individualism as it is defined 
in the Enlightenment tradition."''’^ Instead, Ulmer suggests that we must "imagine a 
different apparatus, beginning with a different technology.He also rereads the 
canon of classical rhetoric differently, drawing on the lessons of those such as Quintil- 
lian who valorized alternative logics, such as those based upon the structure of the 
joke. 

Many of these digital rhetoricians also allude to their involvement with a number 
of hands-on web-based projects. For example, Landow was particularly important 
in establishing scholarly "rings" on subjects like the Victorian era or postcolonial 
literature in Africa and Asia. Landow's involvement with Storyspace, to which he 
contributed a "descriptive cross-referenced index,"^*’^ demonstrated the particular 
significance of this now-proprietary computer application for understanding the 
confluences of thought about digital rhetoric during its formative period. Storyspace 
plays a critical role in this short history of digital rhetoric. Both Michael Joyce 
and Jay David Bolter were active authors in this community based around publicly 
constructing and revising hypertext narratives and the associated software develop¬ 
ment project. 

Bolter had garnered Lanham's obvious respect, partly because he also appealed to the 
traditionalists by drawing a longer timeline through which to understand the current 
late age of print as one in which a conventional notion of "writing space" is revital¬ 
ized by new technology. Both critics also shared a common enthusiasm for modernism 
and collage and even insert some of the same images in their books. Lanham went so 
far as to claim that the computer fulfills "the expressive agenda of twentieth-century 
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art "168 goth Lanham and Bolter also display a facility for drawing attention to the 
medieval preprint antecedents of digital texts. 

Bolter, however, goes further and claims to understand the processing power of the 
actual machine, although he often couches his assertions in the positive terms of intel¬ 
ligent design rather than the negative terms of mechanical constraint. For example, 
he argues that the computer can serve "as a vehicle for human (what computer special¬ 
ists call 'natural') language."'*’^ Later he claims that it is "no accident that the computer 
can serve as an outline processor" because the "machine is designed to create and track 
such formal structures."'^” Of course, as this book has already implied, more recent 
digital rhetoricians, who now study the actual algorithms controlling input-output 
interactions, have a slightly more jaundiced view of the freedom of those who use 
computers for rhetorical purposes, given the limitations of specific forms of code. 

Bolter and Lanham also share an interest in the key term "remediation." Bolter's 
later work with Richard Grusin complicates his original, relatively straightforward 
conception of writing space by introducing the theme of remediation, or the way that 
"digital forms both borrow from and seek to surpass earlier forms.Bolter and 
Grusin examine how the viewer both looks at and looks through media technologies, 
and they emphasize that these media technologies function in "networks or hybrids 
that can be expressed in physical, social, aesthetic, and economic terms" and that the 
software protocol governing exchanges on the World Wide Web serves a variety of 
different uses: "marketing and advertising, scholarship, personal expression, and so 
on "uz interesting to note, however, the absence of the political or messages of 
the state from their list, despite a number of examples with political content; for 
example, from the websites of news organs, such as CNN or USA Today. 

Bolter's fellow Storyspace author Michael Joyce focuses on the hybridity of the 
human subject as well as the new media text, and considers what this lack of homo¬ 
geneity means for the contemporary cyborg-author. Based on his experiences teaching 
writing workshops in virtual environments, Joyce looks at how writers for the screen 
function with "two minds" and how writers connected to computer networks experi¬ 
ence what he calls "othermindedness." In his first book on the subject of digital rheto¬ 
ric, he uses Vannevar Bush's "memex" and Ted Nelson's "Xanadu" as early prototypes 
for the associative and intermingled qualities of the human mind, which are expressed 
in dialogic hypertext.Over the course of a decade, his intellectual interests move 
from the implications of hypertext to the significance of networks. Thus Joyce's more 
recent work is influenced by studies of emergent behavior and chaos theory,but 
like Bolter he denies the power of "technological determinism."'^^ 

The rediscovery of the pre-Socratics was also an important event in the field of 
rhetoric and composition, particularly for feminist scholars who wanted an alternative 
historical narrative from which to trace their critical lineage.'^'’ In this vein, in 1999 
Kathleen Welch published Electric Rhetoric, which paid homage to Ulmer from its 
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opening epigraph. In her analysis of "electric rhetoric," Welch rejects the Aristotelian/ 
Platonic/Socratic model as fundamental and proposes Isocrates as the better classical 
rhetorician through which to understand the current media age. Isocrates, she argues, 
acknowledges the ways that rhetorical culture may be changed by the advent of a 
technology of writing, without relying on the rigid, mutually exclusive, binary opposi¬ 
tion of writing to speaking, to which Aristotle's teacher Plato held so dear. She char¬ 
acterizes Isocrates as both a Sophist and a precursor of postmodernism for whom the 
word "logos" represented a "flux of language, fhought, and action.Welch posits 
that our new media culture is fostering what Walter Ong had called "secondary 
orality,"^^® in which audiovisual electronic media coexist with the literacy of writing 
but manifest aspects of oral experience as well, just as the era of Isocrates represented 
a similar juncture in media culture. Furthermore, Welch makes an analogy between 
how cultural critics complain of the drug-like character of television watching and 
computer use and Plato's description of writing as druglike pharmakon, which is poten¬ 
tially both remedy and poison in the Phaedrus. 

In the course of this book, 1 will be coming back to what 1 see as two possible short¬ 
comings to the bulk of fhe critical work done in digital rhetoric to date: marked ten¬ 
dencies to overlook the rhetoric of fhe virtual state and to ignore theories about 
rhetoric from the discipline of computer science. 

First, the objects of study in much new media scholarship are not very relevant to 
the political interests of the public at large. Art installations in small galleries, hyper¬ 
text novels with cult followings, and procedural poems by poets considered too minor 
to be represented in chain bookstores continue to appeal almost exclusively to a rari- 
fied, miniscule, and academically oriented niche population of users. Private audiences 
for demos in university research laboratories or feedback practices in closed online 
creative writing workshops may also seem inaccessible to average citizens, who are 
hermetically shut out from such secret knowledge spaces of the elect. And when the 
objects are relevant, because they represent digital artifacts from popular culfure or 
niche fan communities,^^^ they are often divorced from concerns about either the 
virtual state or the deliberative processes of online communities.As Ulises Ali Mejias 
points out, there can be significant differences between "masses" and "publics" when 
it comes to civic participation.^®^ 

There are some significant exceptions, however, as rhetorical scholarship adapts to 
the twenty-first century, even though much of fhis work tends to focus on web cam¬ 
paigning'®^ or particular debates about Internet use'®® rather than a broader theory of 
digital rhetoric. In Rhetoric Online, Barbara Warnick uses theories of intertextuality 
derived from Julia Kristeva and Mikhael Bakhtin to examine web-based public dis¬ 
courses that reuse and remix sources. Warnick also applies a traditional Toulmin 
model, which has been used in college composition classrooms for many decades, to 
make statistical generalizations about de-authored discourses in independent news 
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ventures that rely on "flattened hierarchies, wikis, temporary group representation, 
and collectivism."'®^ Unfortunately, her theories about "interactivity" tend to rely 
more on a knowledge of Kenneth Burke than of the constraints of computer interfaces 
and the algorithms of computer programs, although her uses of Burke's notion of a 
"body of identifications" rather than "one particular address" may be useful for 
complex rhetorical interactions online. 

In Cyberliteracy: Navigating the Internet with Awareness, Laura Gurak promises to 
deliver a rhetorical primer for Internet users. As Gurak writes, "Unlike many of the 
'how-to' books and 'dummies' guides' on the market, this book is not a technical 
listing of what to do and not to do."'®® Yet there's also a kind of normative moralism 
that runs through Gurak's book, along with a tendency to emphasize "cyberliteracy" 
in singular rather than "cyberliteracies" in plural. Gurak's messages about gender- 
based harassment, the hazards of "techno-rage," and hoaxes could also be said to play 
into many of the ideologies that are key to the current reactionary political mood that 
focuses on cybersafety and Internet security rather than building a commons of public 
information infrastructures.'®^ Furthermore, there are legitimate arguments to be made 
in favor of conventionally antisocial practices of dissimulation, exhibitionism, and 
transgression in Internet environments, which are part of the expected social scripts 
dictating many contemporary conventions for common online behavior. 

Second, many interpretive approaches from traditional rhetorical studies have been 
limited by a peculiar set of disciplinary blinders. The theoretical texts upon which the 
earlier authors draw tend to be exclusively from literary criticism or critical theory 
and are thus firmly grounded in traditional humanities departments. Despite appeals 
to those with interdisciplinary credentials, this work often excludes highly relevant 
literature from technologists who may have a more intimate understanding of the 
systemic constraints that govern the representation, processing, or retrieval of infor¬ 
mation that may be central to communicative exchanges effected through digital 
media. The discourses of computer scientists themselves—or information scientists, in 
the terms of the postwar era—tend to be conspicuously absent in scholarly books and 
articles about digital rhetoric. '®® Yet the field of rhetorical studies considers both the 
rhetoric of science and the science of rhetoric, and I would argue that the literature 
of research in computer science has made significant contributions to both. Specifi¬ 
cally, I am claiming that a basic understanding of both signal theory and network 
theory is valuable to any contemporary rhetorician. 

Mathematical Theories of Communication 

Although Welch argues that digital media practices cannot comfortably fit the tradi¬ 
tional Aristotelian model, I would say that it depends on the Aristotelian model in 
question. Aristotle is also the philosopher who arguably first situated rhetoric in the 
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realm of probability, and as such his approach continues to be relevant to contempo¬ 
rary digital rhetoric and the computer-mediated view of information as a construct of 
relative uncertainties. In his meditations on possible topoi, Aristotle explains the 
relationship between prohahility (eikos) and rhetoric in some detail. Aristotle points 
out that what is improbable does happen and that this specific line of argument can 
be extended disingenuously by his fellow rhetoricians, such as the Sicilian teacher 
Corax, into a more spurious construction: what is improbable is probable. Aristotle 
also shows some suspicion about the dogma surrounding established knowledge 
and its inclusionary/exclusionary logic of absolute certainty: "Listeners react also to 
expressions speechwriters use to excess: 'Who does not know?' 'Everybody knows .. .' 
The listener agrees out of embarrassment in order to share in the feelings of all 
others."'®^ 

As Dilip Gaonkar summarizes the epistemological positions of the ancients, "Aris¬ 
totle replaces Plato's binary opposition between reality and appearance with his own 
binary opposition between the necessary and the contingent.In other words, 
to use Gaonkar's opposition, Plato can be seen as the consummate philosopher of 
knowledge, and Aristotle as the philosopher of information. In his 1959 essay The Two 
Cultures, C. P. Snow described the "intellectual life of the whole of western society" as 
divided between "two polar groups": those of the sciences and those of the humani¬ 
ties.Now it is possible that institutions of intellectual inquiry will eventually be 
divided into two even more incompatible communities of scholarly association: the 
culture of knowledge and the culture of information. In arguing on behalf of "Critical 
Information Studies," Siva Vaidhyanathan identifies the communities of association 
that may challenge traditional Platonic institutions of knowledge: "Economists, 
sociologists, linguists, anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, communication scholars, 
lawyers, computer scientists, philosophers, and librarians. 

Definitions are important here, particularly since in everyday language, "informa¬ 
tion” is generally treated as nearly interchangeable with "knowledge." Webster's Dic¬ 
tionary, slightly more precisely, defines one word in terms of the other, so that 
"information" is classified as the "communication or reception of knowledge or intel¬ 
ligence." The Oxford English Dictionary goes further to acknowledge the term's ety¬ 
mological history by including social practices of interpretation in its definition, 
so that the entry on "information" encompasses the "formation or moulding of the 
mind or character, training, instruction, teaching; communication of instructive 
knowledge. 

Although 1 am claiming Aristotle as an early philosopher of information, he did not 
have the actual word "information" in his lexicon of ancient Greek. In their work on 
literacy and numeracy, Michael Elobart and Zachary Schiffman have traced the word 
back to Latin classical culture to consider how antecedents of the term "information" 
actually functioned in the rhetorics of the ancient public sphere, at a time when the 
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information culture of the Roman world was exploding with new libraries and modes 
for disseminating written texts, maps, scientific illustrations, art works, and luxury 
goods: 

The term itself traces back to the Latin verb informare, which for the Romans generally meant 
'to shape,' 'to form an idea of,' or 'to describe.' The verb, in turn, supplied action to the substan¬ 
tive, forma, which took varied, cognate meanings that depended mostly on context. The histo¬ 
rian Livy used forma as a general term for 'character,' 'form,' 'nature,' 'kind,' and 'matter.' Horace 
applied it to a shoelast, Ovid to a mold or stamp for making coins, while the wily Cicero, among 
other uses, extended it to logic as 'form' or 'species,' his rendering of the Greek. . . . The practical 
notion of 'form' as a last, mold, or stamp remained closely tied to its more abstract, logical 
meaning, which paired content and container. 

Hobart and Schiffman claim that the concept of information can be tracked even 
further back to its historical roots in the origins of writing. Thus information is created 
at the place where technology and rhetoric intersect. 

However, it is the technical definition of the word "information," as it is used by 
mathematicians and computer scientists in relation to "uncertainty," which is central 
to my argument. From the perspective of information theory, information is linked 
to a fundamentally different paradigm for the interpretation of ambiguity in com¬ 
municative exchanges from that of knowledge. As Bell Labs scientist Claude Shannon 
explains in his 1948 groundbreaking article, "A Mathematical Theory of Communica¬ 
tion," the quantity of information transmitted is determined by the amount of uncer¬ 
tainty at issue in a given situation.For example, 1 might say that more information 
is conveyed by the next letter of the sequence C-H-O than by the next letter of the 
sequence C-H-O-C-O-L-A-T. So, in my example, the components of the first message, 
C-H-O, could be a restaurant order for "chocolate," but they could just as easily be 
forming the letters for "chop suey" or "choice steak"; in contrast, the completed 
contents of the second, longer message C-H-O-C-O-L-A-T appear easier to predict. 
Shannon's collaborator, Warren Weaver, went so far as to say that information 
has "nothing to do with meaning," although it does describe a pattern.This is 
because information refers not to a single message, but probabilistically to an entire 
set of possible messages. Shannon and Weaver connect information to entropy and 
thus understand it against a measure of the disorder or randomness in a closed 
system. 

Weaver argues that the redundancy of written English affects how messages are 
conveyed through text. "Since English is about 50 per cent redundant, it would be 
possible to save about one-half the time of ordinary telegraphy by a proper encoding 
process, provided one were going to transmit over a noiseless channel. When there is 
noise on a channel, however, there is some real advantage in not using a coding 
process that eliminates all of the redundancy. For the remaining redundancy helps 
combat the noise. 
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Ordinary people have some sense of this redundancy in English, from which they 
infer that the use of acronyms in instant messaging does not significantly lower com- 
prehensihility.^^^ One interesting case of how this colloquial understanding of theories 
of information functions is the "Cmabrigde e-mail" that has been widely circulated 
in the past decade. The version 1 received in 2004 reads as follows: 

Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn't mttaer in waht oredr the Itteers in 
a wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist and Isat Itteer be at the rghit pciae. The rset 
can be a total mses and you can sitll raed it wouthit a porbelm. Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid 
deos not raed ervey Iteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe. 

Amzanig huh?““ 

Despite the article error of the descrambled "a research," the appeals to authority in 
the e-mail are obvious. By locating the authors of the supposed study in a prestigious 
British university and claiming that their findings can be easily demonstrated to the 
general public in a few lines of text, the notion that most of a given word functions 
as an empty placeholder is given considerable credence. Unlike the classic example of 
the telegram that reads "NOTHER DYING" instead of "MOTHER DYING," which 
Joyce's hero in Ulysses, Stephen Daedulus, receives, there is no poetic register on which 
the ostensible mistakes make secondary meanings. In this popularization of the prin¬ 
ciple of redundancy. Shannon and Weaver's original message about the robustness of 
written English as code may be lost, and arguments about Taylorizing the language 
for greater brevity and efficiency may even be entertained. 

The alleged findings have been disputed by a member of the actual Cognition and 
Brain Sciences Unit at Cambridge University, Matt Davis, who offers his own demon¬ 
stration of how the e-mail message is a selective sample chosen for its rhetorical 
effectiveness rather than its actual likelihood as an example of written expression if 
the intervening letters were randomly generated. Davis even provides a web link to 
an online generator that will scramble text to conform to the procedural rules. Yet 
Davis notes that versions of the Cmabrigde e-mail continue to occur in many different 
languages, including a German variant, which was published as a cartoon in Der 
Spiegel.™ 

Shannon's signal theory model of communication (figure 2.11) can be read as a 
scheme for explaining rhetorical interactions and the centrality of interference in any 
information transfer. Like conventional rhetoric, electronic communication is medi¬ 
ated, it travels through channels, it is distorted by noise, and messages must be con¬ 
verted into signals in order to pass from speaker to audience. In order to generalize 
their work. Shannon's collaborator, Warren Weaver, characterized communication 
systems as functioning on three different levels.At Level A, the question was "How 
accurately can the symbols of communication be transmitted?" At Level B, the issues 
involve "How precisely do the transmitted symbols convey the desired meaning?" 
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Finally, Level C concerns "How effectively does the received meaning affect conduct 
in the desired way?" These Level C concerns can be seen as rhetorical concerns if we 
look at how action is changed by linguistic exchanges in examples from the work of 
other twentieth-century rhetoricians like Kenneth Burke or the speech act theorists. 
Although Shannon's actual text is largely occupied with Level A situations, in which 
the clarity of the signal is the main issue at hand. Weaver argues that information 
theory has much to contribute to understanding of fhe entropic characfer of Level B 
and Level C discourse. 

Strangely, there are some who read information theory and its initial impact on 
linguistics through interdisciplinary organizations, such as the Macy Conference and 
the American Society for Cybernetics, as a repudiation of rheforical models of 
communication. In explaining the work of Macy participant Roman Jakobson, Lev 
Manovich has argued that information theory presents a reductive schematic model 
that is inherently unrhetorical. As Manovich writes, "Ancient and medieval scholars 
classified hundreds of different rhetorical figures. Roman Jakobson, under the influ¬ 
ence of fhe computer's binary logic, information theory, and cybernetics to which he 
was exposed at MIT where he was teaching, radically reduced rhetoric to just two 
figures—metaphor and metonymy. And yet the diagrams that Jakobson himself 
acfually drew, in essays like "Linguisfics and Poetics,seem to suggest an apprecia¬ 
tion for the complexity of rheforical exchanges within communication channels that 
was complementary to the work of rhetoricians who were his contemporaries. 

The importance of signal theory to matters of the public sphere may not always be 
apparent, although there are situations in which noise in messages to stakeholders 
contributes to events that eventually cost lives or human resources. For example. 


Information 

source Transmitter Receiver Destination 



Noise source 


Figure 2.11 

Diagram from The Mathematical Theory of Communication, copyright 1949, 1998 by the Board of 
Trustees of the University of Illinois. Used with permission of the author and the University of 
Illinois Press. 
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Edward R. Tufte has pointed to the messages from PowerPoint presentations prior to 
the crash of the space shuttle Columbia as indicative of scrambled communicative 
efforts. A PowerPoint slide shows how a redundant signifrer, "significant," masked 
crucial information buried deep in the hierarchy of bullet points. 

In addition to signal theory, a new science of networks also offers opportunities for 
rhetoricians to share in theories of communication developed across disciplinary lines. 
For novices, physicist Albert-Laszlo Barabasi has written a primer on network theory, 
Linked: How Everything is Connected to Everything Else and What It Means. In it, Barabasi 
connects prevailing models of hubs and connectors in graph theory to studies of the 
spread of disease, the mechanisms of social contact, and the traffic to and from 
particular websites. Perhaps most interesting to rhetoricians is Barabasi's analysis of 
the persuasive success of the Apostle Paul. The physicist credits Paul's "firsthand 
knowledge of the social network of the first century’s civilized world from Rome to 
Jerusalem" with the successful dissemination of the Christian faith. 

Just as signal theory excites the public's imagination, there are also popular narra¬ 
tives that interpret the research of network theorists for mass audiences. For example, 
in the 2006 fall television season, a series called Six Degrees on the ABC network used 
the idea that "everyone is connected" to create a drama around the seemingly separate 
lives of six New York City dwellers.Even before membership in social network sites 
became mainstream, the series calculated that the general public would have some 
familiarity with the network concept thanks to awareness generated by a Broadway 
play and a later film with a similar title about a young imposter who claims to be the 
son of actor Sidney Poitier, and by fan culture around the ongoing ABC series Lost. As 
in the case of the Cmabrigde e-mail, there are anecdotal references to scientific studies 
imbedded in much of this popular discourse, although most people who use the term 
may not know the specific citation that could be made to work by behavioral psy¬ 
chologist Stanley Milgram and others before him. 

From Multimedia to Social Media 

Rhetoricians may be hesitant to acknowledge contributions to the field of electronic 
communication from disciplinary sciences in departments far from their own, and 
they may be particularly leery of the kind of popular pseudoscientific interpretations 
that 1 am highlighting, given the humanities' understandable professional biases 
against empirical claims, broad generalizations about language, and technological 
determinism. But to exclude these discourses that present models of signals and net¬ 
works is to overlook research that could enrich research questions in traditional rheto¬ 
ric as well. 

James P. Zappen has characterized the field of digital rhetoric as an assemblage of 
heterogeneous elements, which nonetheless have a significant contribution to make 
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to rhetorical studies as a whole. As Zappen writes, "Digital rhetoric is thus an amalgam 
of more-or-less discrete components rather than a complete and integrated theory in 
its own right. These discrete components nonetheless provide at least a partial outline 
for such a theory, which has potential to contribute to the larger body of rhetorical 
theory and criticism and the rhetoric of science and technology in particular. 

In contrast, I think that an integrated theory can be defended, although digital 
rhetoric operates at a number of different registers and includes messages to, from, and 
within the personal, the governmental, the academic, and the scientific public spheres. 
However, these registers do not represent discrete, hermetically sealed realms of dis¬ 
course, because discussions about civic participation, community membership, and 
appropriate timing inform each other across the multiple levels of disciplinary exper¬ 
tise. As digital rhetoric moves from a model based on one-to-many multimedia — 
typified by audiovisual CD-ROM technology of the 1980s and 1990s—to one based on 
many-to-many social media that include file sharing and social network sites, it is likely 
that these registers of communal knowledge will be even more interconnected. 

On February 8, 2006, the New York Times reported that a junior presidential appointee 
at NASA had resigned his post.^”^ The story behind his resignation illustrates how digital 
rhetoric operates across all four hierarchies of different forms of knowledge work. The 
polifical appointee, George C. Deutsch, had irked scientists by telling a web designer 
to insert the word "theory" each time that the phrase “the Big Bang" appeared on a 
NASA website. Deutsch had claimed on his resume that he held a bachelor of science 
degree from Texas A&M University, which turned out to be a falsehood. A young 
blogger discovered that Deutsch had attended classes at A&M but never graduated. The 
blogger, Nick Anthis, was a genuine Texas A&M graduate and Rhodes Scholar who was 
studying biochemistry at Oxford. His blog. The Scientific Activist, earned attention from 
Time Magazine and the journal Nature for his coverage of the Deutsch story. 

Blogger Anthis is explicit about the fact that The Scientific Activist is intended to 
connect the personal, the political, the academic, and the scientific modes of digifal 
rhetoric. In covering the Deutsch case, he draws on his personal autobiography as a 
recent college graduate, in which he heard the rumor about Deutsch never graduating, 
and combines this story with government documents in the public record, which he 
then relates to his status as an initiated junior member of the academy and the more 
specialized scientific communities to which he now belongs, communities that might 
dispute Deutsch on other grounds, such as the experimental evidence for the occur¬ 
rence of the Big Bang, if the rhetorical context had been more formal and mediated 
around print rather than the norms of digital community. The circuit of digital 
production in the Deutsch story began with a website and ended with a blog, but 
that network of communicative exchanges engaged a number of other social actors, 
disciplinary communities, and modes of discourse in ways characteristic of rapidly 
changing social media. 



3 The Desert of the Unreal: Democracy and Military-Funded 
Videogames and Simulations 


FlatWorld is housed in a nondescript warehouse on a street that cuts through an area 
of industrial parks. It is just one site where the built environment of fhe U.S. military's 
war zone in Iraq has been recreated to design better government-funded videogames 
and virtual reality simulations. The cavernous space in Los Angeles is stocked with 
props and scenery representing remote theaters of conflict: corrugated metal sprayed 
with Arabic graffiti, peeling Iraqi election posters with citizens holding small flags, 
synthetic rubble, sandbags, false fronts draped with camouflage netting, and bombed- 
out dwellings abbreviated to little more than a door or window. Directors' chairs are 
everywhere. Near the entrance, a visitor can look down the muzzle of a life-sized tank 
glowing on a screen, which can be made even more intimidating when viewed 
through 3-D glasses. 

Run by the Institute for Creative Technologies at the University of Southern 
California, Flatworld is known for its Hollywood-style approach to creating digital 
tools for military training. Rising above the ruins of this ersatz Iraqi neighborhood, 
toward the very back of the facility, there is an enormous cage-like dome that looks 
like an off-world colony in a science fiction movie. Known as the "Light Stage," it is 
covered with light-emitting diodes (LEDs) and has been occasionally repurposed to 
provide digital effects for big-budget blockbusters, as well as for more realistically lit 
computer-generated figures for high-tech war games and training simulations. In the 
adjoining spaces of FlatWorld, odd assemblages of projectors and prosceniums are 
being used to create Pepper's ghosts, nineteenth-century special effects still used in 
twenty-first century theme park attractions. Many of the sets are constructed to create 
"reality sandwiches" that combine digital flats with synthetic environments.^ 

In one FlatWorld demo, as loud Arabic religious chants play, the visitor is instructed 
to stand, wearing 3-D glasses, in the center of a room made of modular flats with 
digital displays on which hyperrealistic scenes of urban dysfunction are depicted far 
into the depth of field.^ There is real smashed furniture in the center of the room, and 
tangible broken ceiling panels hang down from overhead. Outside the room, on the 
virtual street, on the other side of a geometrically decorated fence, helicopters land. 


98 


Chapter 3 


cars burst into flames, and unmanned aerial vehicles whiz by like unidentified flying 
objects. When the door on the right of the set is opened onto another virtual vista, 
there is an armed insurgent with his face obscured standing menacingly in the thresh¬ 
old; he peppers the walls of the demo room with realistic-looking bullet holes. As the 
conflict intensifies, the ground actually shakes with concussive force. The visitor is 
escorted out of this first room into another mixed reality environment, where a child 
taunts Americans and throws rocks. 

In yet another FlatWorld demo a life-sized virtual figure identifies himself as 
"Sergeant John Blackwell" and reassures us with his expertise; Blackwell claims to be 
an expert speaker of several languages and to be able to answer questions about his 
background via a headset using natural language processing software. When Sergeant 
Blackwell fully introduces himself to visitors from the interested public and the media, 
he follows a script that provides a remix of patriotic kitsch including some of the fol¬ 
lowing phrases: "1 joined up after seeing that movie Saving Private Ryan .. . World War 
11, D-Day—the sacrifices others have made for our freedoms. 1 figured I had something 
to give, too. ... If 1 change my clothes and my language . . . Tm a noncombatant or 
an enemy. The question is: what's my mission today?"^ FlatWorld is imagined as much 
as an operating system for modern warfare as it is as a physical place grounded in a 
specific geography of conflict. As one of its architects, computer scientist Jarrell Pair, 
writes, "The system integrates Hollywood set construction techniques with state of 
the art computer graphics and immersive display technology.'"* Pair explains that 
"FlatWorld provides a new type of experience in which gaming and role-playing tech¬ 
niques can be applied to achieve educational and training goals." 

In "Welcome to the Desert of the Real," written in the days between "traumatic 
event" and "symbolic impact," Slavoj Zizek expresses his belief that the September 11 
terrorist attacks could finally force Americans to experience some of the violence and 
privation of the rest of the world, from which the United States has been shielded by 
an artificial but ideologically comforting socioeconomic, political, and cultural virtual 
reality environment. His title refers to a famous moment in the movie The Matrix in 
which the once-comfortable hero Neo is finally shown the brutal, mechanical sub¬ 
strate behind the virtual simulation in which almost all of his fellow citizens are still 
deeply immersed.^ In the world of the film, only a select population of initiates may 
see the postapocalyptic environmental wasteland in which human beings have become 
vegetative slaves who are farmed as an energy source. Zizek points to a number of 
other "real life isn't real" narratives in popular culture—such as the movie The Truman 
Show, in which the protagonist discovers that he is witnessing an elaborate spectacle 
rather than authentic and spontaneous experience—as symptomatic of this nagging 
sense of the unreal in work and leisure in Western consumer society.*’ "So it is not 
only that Hollywood stages a semblance of real life deprived of the weight and inertia 
of materiality—in the late capitalist consumerist society, 'real social life' itself somehow 
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acquires the features of a staged fake, with our neighbors behaving in 'real' life as stage 
actors and extras."^ He argues that televised reality shows in which interactions are 
stage-managed and edited for broadcast can also be read as subtle reminders of this 
unreality effect in operation. Although one could argue that American simulation 
culture enabled the hijackers, who had trained extensively on flight simulators, to 
commandeer the planes that flew into the metropolitan landmarks of global com¬ 
merce and military planning, Zizek posits that the cataclysmic violence could also 
assert a particular form of experiential authority that would force witnesses to it to 
see outside the simulation. Despite what he describes as the distracting cinematic 
spectacle of the demolished skyscrapers, Zizek suggests that if there is "any symbolism" 
in the center's collapse, he locates it in "VIRTUAL capitalism" or "financial specula¬ 
tions disconnected from the sphere of material production."® Thus the impact of the 
bombings is measured against "the borderline which today separates the digitalized 
First World from the Third World 'desert of the Real.’"^ 

Ironically, terrorist attacks within the U.S. national borders and two invasions of 
foreign countries justified by those attacks have probably encouraged the federal gov¬ 
ernment to generate ever more virtual worlds in response. Many of these government- 
funded virtual reality simulations of Iraq, Afghanistan, and other potential theaters 
of combat address training for military personnel. By the time 1 first visited FlatWorld, 
1 was already familiar with two projects at the University of Southern California that 
were being developed for soldiers with funding from the U.S. military: Tactical Iraqi, 
a computer game designed to accelerate a soldier's acquisition of spoken Arabic to 
assist in volatile tactical situations, and Virtual Iraq, a virtual reality simulation intended 
to lessen the effects of posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) among combat veterans. 
Both initiatives had received extensive national media coverage and seemed to serve 
rhetorical as well as pedagogical or therapeutic ends by making individual, private 
digital experiences aimed to effect the personal education or rehabilitation of military 
personnel accessible to a wider public. 1 was also interested in what these government- 
funded software developers thought about the debate in the serious game develop¬ 
ment community about working on behalf of government-funded projects that 
supported current military efforts. 1 had hypothesized that this conflict dramatized 
the deliberative potential of this public sphere and thought that games and simula¬ 
tions could manifest what Bruno Latour has called "object-oriented democracy,in 
which visual media represent potential sites for popular activism and resistance rather 
than merely serve as the exclusive stage for state-sanctioned rhetoric. 

In recent years, the field of serious games has burgeoned with a number of taxpayer- 
funded and privately funded Initiatives in areas such as military training, the modeling 
of scenarios for emergency first-responders, disease prevention, physical and mental 
patient rehabilitation, geopolitical or crosscultural sensitivity training, conflict resolu¬ 
tion, and teaching and learning at all levels, from early childhood education to exit 
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certification from medical school. The seemingly oxymoronic term "serious play" has 
also had resonance in the corporate world, thanks to those like Michael Schrage, who 
have argued that networked computers with powerful modeling software have fostered 
a new kind of corporate culture based on simulations, prototypes, and demos, which 
provides greater flexibility and opportunity for consensus-building when strategizing 
how best to produce, market, and service commercial products.The niche field of 
serious games within the game development community has created its own national 
and international venues for sharing knowledge and showcasing new projects with 
websites, electronic mailing lists, professional associations, and annual conferences. 

Since the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq in 2003, the American government has developed 
several computer-generated environments that are intended to recreate the embattled 
nation's terrain—as well as its built environment—in games and simulations designed 
specifically for military personnel. These alternative worlds are often populated by 
computer-generated versions of Iraqi citizens, and sometimes these representations 
employ intelligent tutoring techniques to make the user's interactions with these 
digital puppets more realistic. Game designers working on military contracts often 
aspire to what Lev Manovich has described as digitally composited smooth motion 
that correlates "different senses" that "simulate human experience.Although these 
games and simulations are often organized by levels, the user's spatial experience is 
sufficiently sustained to include the exploration of sequences of successive rooms, 
streets, or even events beyond the horizon of sight. 

The Tactical Iraqi Case Study 

Tactical Iraqi, a language-learning software course and educational videogame, was 
developed for widespread use by U.S. military personnel. It originated at the Center 
for Advanced Research in Technology for Education (CARTE) at the Information 
Sciences Institute of the University of Southern California. Researchers at CARTE had 
previously authored a range of imaginative but seemingly disconnected distance 
learning initiatives that featured computer-generated animated agents, software 
capable of expressive speech analysis and synthesis, and programs organized around 
the presentation of pedagogical drama. After the invasion of Iraq, it became possible 
to test large-scale applications of CARTE research to the problem of foreign language 
learning. A critical shortage of Arabic speakers existed in the U.S. armed forces, and 
the theater of conflict was coalescing around stressful and confusing situations of 
urban warfare, military occupation, and postconflict reconstruction in the face of 
persistent insurgency. 

Tactical Iraqi was envisioned as part of a larger Tactical Language Training System 
(TLTS) under the umbrella of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) 
Training Superiority program, which was intended to develop "just-in-time" training 
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technologies incorporating intelligent tutoring, simulations, and games into prepara¬ 
tion for combat readiness. Another "just-in-time" military videogame, Ambush!, was 
launched even more rapidly—after just six months—by BBN Technologies to assist 
soldiers in locating roadside dangers, such as improvised explosive devices (lEDs), 
whose presence could be signaled by anything from a seemingly innocuous dead 
camel to an electric toy.^^ Like Tactical Iraqi, Ambush! took advantage of an existing 
platform, the commercial game Operation Flashpoint, and used this networked multi¬ 
player system to realistically model interactions between members of a military convoy. 
Other contracting companies, such as Mak Technologies, SAIC, and Virtual Heroes 
have made games and game engine-driven simulations for the military that use tech¬ 
nologies and techniques from commercial electronic entertainment. Laboratories, 
centers, and institutes at universities have also decided to appeal to this potentially 
lucrative specialized market by incorporating production techniques associated with 
film, software development, or game studies programs. Ultimately, Tactical Iraqi 
spawned its own privately held company that specialized in tactical language training 
in order to make forays into the commercial market and to expand its offerings to 
include languages like Pashto and Lrench. 

The 2005 version of Tactical Iraqi was built on top of elements from traditional 
computer-based tutorials and language recognition software, a PsychSim multiagent 
system, and an Unreal Tournament 2003 game engine. As designed, the Mission Game 
(figure 3.1) of Tactical Iraqi revolves around an interactive story-based 3-D game where 
learners practice carrying out a designated mission through a specific avatar. Sergeant 
John Smith. In an earlier version of the game, the mission was to rebuild a damaged 
water plant with the assistance of a "Shiite leader of uncertain loyalties"^^; the 2005 
iteration involved rebuilding a girls' school. 

The game uses a third-person shooter-style interface that is limited to input from a 
keyboard, microphone with headset, and mouse. As John Smith, the player navigates 
through a computer-generated landscape of streets, cafes, and private homes that is 
rendered with naturalistic lighting, texture mapping, and modeling of 3-D masses. He 
is also able to interact with flat objects, such as business cards or photographs, and 
those rendered in three dimensions, such as eyeglasses or cups of tea. In addition to 
this virtuosity of "perceptual realism," the game was intended to have what Alison 
McMahan has called "social realism," which she describes as being constituted by 
"organizing rituals and ceremonies.Many of the rites in the game involve formulaic 
greetings and the social consumption of nonalcoholic beverages, along with their 
associated practices of rhetoric. 

Negotiating through John Smith's transitions from public to private spaces via his 
Unreal Puppet poses particular challenges to verbal and nonverbal communication, 
particularly when trust is limited and the action takes place on a stage with multiple 
spectators. The learner's limited language proficiency can restrict access to certain 
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Figure 3.1 

Asking for information from two pedagogical agents in the Mission Game of Tactical Iraqi, by 
permission of Alelo and the USC Information Sciences Institute. 


critical spaces, and even in the public zone of the agora, an environmental bubble 
where cultural exchanges and mutual appropriation are permissible,^*’ John Smith is 
subject to humiliation that can be reported back to his superior officers and to verbal 
abuse by native speakers that can include being called a "son of a dog." 

To help John Smith in his mission, there are no weapons or martial arts tricks avail¬ 
able; the player's only tools are spoken words and gestures, although a female member 
of the squad can prompt appropriate responses and make suggestions. Paralinguistic 
learning is an important aspect of the Mission Game, because in rhetorical situations 
in country, the cultural meaning of particular gestures could prove to be counterintui¬ 
tive to U.S. military personnel. For example, a "thumbs-up" can have a highly insult¬ 
ing inverse meaning,'^ yet removing one's eyeglasses demonstrates knowledge of a 
regionally specific gesture of respect. 

The rules by which Smith interacts with the native population are directed by what 
the creators call an "etiquette quotient," which the members of the research team 
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define as follows: "Etiquette refers to the expected 'moves’ in context that allow 
participants to make inferences about group membership, power relationships, formal¬ 
ity/informality, degree of friendship, importance of information conveyed, etc. Viola¬ 
tion of etiquette can convey lack of regard, lack of acceptance of the proposed 
relationships, or can convey overriding concerns such as a critical threat."^® The lan¬ 
guage used to explain the project emphasizes how game "moves” and "social rules” 
are interrelated and how these operations can be characterized by expectations that 
foster inferential reasoning. Ironically, the very research that the Tactical Iraqi team 
cites as inspiration disavow the existence of set rules in highly specific and contextual 
situations of politeness.'^ 

The Skill Builder (figure 3.2) is a set of interactive exercises organized around practice 
drills in the target language, in which learners say words and phrases and listen to 
and respond to sample utterances. Vocabulary is chosen to be appropriate for the social 
context. A virtual tutor evaluates the learner's pronunciation and syntax and gives 
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Figure 3.2 

A section in the Mission Skill Builder of Tactical Iraqi, by permission of Alelo and the USC Infor¬ 
mation Sciences Institute. 
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feedback, providing encouragement and forestalling negative affectivity in the learner. 
Here the player is provided with explicit instruction that focuses on the rules of 
grammar rather than the rules of play. Principles of social interaction are also explained 
at a more abstract level in sections on "Cultural Details." The Skill Builder initially 
proved to be an important factor in achieving measurable improvement in learning 
outcomes for the military experimental subjects post-test.^” Nonetheless, the literature 
on language learning indicates this approach would be incomplete without the experi¬ 
ence of play.^^ 

A speech-enabled Arcade Game (figure 3.3) gives learners further practice opportuni¬ 
ties in Arabic. In the Arcade Game rapid response time is more important than it is 
in the Mission Skill Builder or the Mission Game. Principle investigator Lewis Johnson 
also concedes, "You had to put in something you blow up" to provide an enjoyable 
videogame experience. In the Arcade Game, objects can be picked up by correctly 
naming directions, and "enemy" elements of different colors periodically appear to 



Figure 3.3 

The aerial view of the speech-enahled Arcade Game of Tactical Iraqi, hy permission of Alelo and 
the use Information Sciences Institute. 
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be destroyed. Although ostensibly intended to speed up the acquisition of preposi¬ 
tional and descriptive phrases, the Arcade Game has none of the social interactions 
that are simulated by the Skill Builder or the Game and directly equates linguistic 
competence with destructive force. Narrative theorist Janet Murray writes that this 
kind of digital experience is particularly compelling, because arcade-style action pro¬ 
vides a "tight visceral match between the game controller and the screen action. A 
palpable click on the mouse or joystick results in an explosion. It requires very little 
imaginative effort to enter such a world because the sense of agency is so direcf."^^ 
In addition to these photorealistic arenas of play—from third-person, first-person, 
and God's eye viewpoints respectively—the learner has a number of resources avail¬ 
able. The Web Wizard provides a hypertexf with English translations, an overview of 
fhe structure and elements of a sentence, and notes pertaining to Arabic syntax and 
grammar for learners interested in exploring the structure and meaning of words and 
phrases. The MP3 Player Kit allows learners away from compufers or visual cues to 
review the words and phrases to reinforce correct pronunciation and fluency, ffowever, 
fhe learner is not truly independent, ffe or she knows there is constant surveillance 
by other stakeholders in remote locations. The experimenters and potentially the 
player's commanding officers can compare the player to other learners with specialized 
tools. A performance assessment module collects data at each learner's machine, trans¬ 
mits the information to a central TLTS database, and produces individualized perfor¬ 
mance scorecards with multidimensional benchmarks based on aggregated data. 

The Virtual Iraq Case Study 

Virtual Iraq (figure 3.4) also adapts off-the-shelf game fechnology for military users. 
However, unlike Tactical Iraqi, Virtual Iraq employs what Michael Heim has called 
"strong" VR [virtual reality],because the user wears an immersive head-mounted 
display in which visual data correlates to head movement. In addition to optical 
information, the participant is exposed to the sounds, sensations, and even smells 
associated with progressively more harrowing combat-related experiences from duty 
on patrol in Iraq for an extremely vivid and interactive experience. Although forcing 
patients to relive traumatic experiences might seem counterintuitive to generally held 
assumptions about psychic healing, such programs have been shown to be highly 
effective, particularly in conjunction with traditional talk therapy.^”* According to its 
proponents, this kind of exposure therapy facilitates not only memory construction 
but also the essential narrative activities that foster psychological integration after 
traumatic events. In addition, VR seems to provide an objective and consistent format 
for documenting the sensory stimuli that the patient is exposed to, which is not pos¬ 
sible when the therapist must extrapolate from limited verbal information supplied 
by the patient describing his or her internal state. Finally, less social stigma may be 
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Figure 3.4 

Scene from Virtual Iraq, by permission of Albert Rizzo of the Institute for Creative Technologies 
at use. 

attached to therapeutic activities linked to videogame play or "training" activities 
associated with conventional masculine gender roles. 

Exposure to traumatic cues can he carefully calibrated in the VR therapeutic environ¬ 
ment, but the immersive nature of the experience typically leads to a strong sense of 
what Jonathan Steuer has described as "telepresence," in which "vividness" and "inter¬ 
activity" are maximized.In Virtual Iraq, computer graphics are projected in a head- 
mounted display, and the user can decide where to look in the virtual environment. 
This visual information is augmented with motion tracking, localizable sounds, vibra¬ 
tion platforms, and, in some scenarios, scent delivery technology. Patients can travel 
through this virtual world on foot or via motor vehicle. The therapist can manipulate 
a "Wizard of Oz" interface fo increase the verisimilitude of fhe patient's experience 
by adjusting the weather conditions or time of day to best approximate the trauma 
scenario. Like gameplay in Battlefield 2, the user can experience combat through 
several temporal frames to filter the visual stimuli. The patient can be taken from dawn 
to dusk, be situated in a clear day or one that is overcast, and be led by artificial light 
or navigate with night vision goggles. Atmospheric effects like fog or sandstorms are 
also possible. Unlike Battlefield 2, of course, none of these programs allow the soldier 











Democracy and Military-Funded Videogames and Simulations 


107 


to experience the environment from any perspective other than that of a uniformed 
U.S. soldier. 

The auditory environment is designed to immerse the patient in the associated 
stimuli of the traumatic experience. Abrupt explosive events occur within a full orches¬ 
tration of ambient sounds that includes dogs barking, bullets whizzing, car engines 
sputtering, sirens, children crying, flies buzzing, spectators saying "cowboy go home," 
and the muezzin's call to prayer from a minaret. Using the stereo headset implanted in 
what appears to be a standard army-issue helmet, noises, such as the sound of a lum¬ 
bering Humvee, are perceived differently from different positions in the virtual space. 

Because researchers assume that smell is an important link to the limbic system and 
thus to memory and emotions, plans for verisimilitude extend to olfactory cues deliv¬ 
ered via a "Scent Palette," a USB device with a cartridge that can deliver up to eight 
distinct odors. At the time of the demo at FlatWorld, these cues included "burning 
rubber, cordite, garbage, body odor, smoke, diesel fuel, Iraqi food spices, and gun¬ 
powder."^*’ According to principal investigator Albert "Skip" Rizzo, future versions of 
the game should include the smell of cooking lamb, which is a "big one" for the 
psychic landscape of many returning veterans. 

Despite the development of new input devices that allow users to interact bodily in 
virtual worlds, the kinesthetic experience of Virtual Iraq is constrained by what appears 
to be a traditional game panel interface in which walking is simulated by pushing 
buttons. The motor vehicle simulation, which 1 had tried prior to my first visit to 
Flatword, involves a platform that replicates the motion of the vehicle, bumps in the 
road, jolts due to obstacles, and the force of a concussive blast from an improvised 
explosive device. To create the spatial experience, the designers of Virtual Iraq assem¬ 
bled art assets from America's Army and Tactical Iraqi but used the control architecture 
of the FlatWorld simulation. Numerical Design Limited's Gamebryo engine, and con¬ 
siderable content exported from the game Full Spectrum Warrior to increase both vivid¬ 
ness and interactivity for participants. This use of Fuil Spectrum Warrior demonstrates 
how game development can come full circle, since the commercial X-Box game being 
repurposed by researchers originated from a military training game. 

Virtual reality therapy has been already used for PTSD in many political contexts 
that replicate a variety of geographic locales.Those in New York suffering from PTSD 
from the September 11 terrorist attacks might have been treated by reliving the experi¬ 
ence with the Virtual World Trade Center created by the Program for Anxiety and 
Traumatic Stress Studies at Cornell University. Virtual Bus Bombing, which was devel¬ 
oped by the University of Haifa, allows Israeli citizens to grapple with witnessing 
suicide bombing attacks. These VR therapeutic technologies were first developed for 
veterans in Virtual Vietnam. 

Both Tactical Iraqi and Virtual Iraq recreate segments of the landscape, built environ¬ 
ment, and population of Iraq in 3-D worlds, but they also invite other notable 
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comparisons. Both projects were developed by teams in close physical proximity under 
the auspices of the same university, and both computer programs turned out to require 
a high degree of trust from user-participants. Both software packages use off-the-shelf 
game technology with a history in the consumer market. Moreover, both military- 
funded applications have attracted considerable news coverage in the mainstream 
media. 

Of course, there are significant design differences between the two projects. One is a 
game and the other is a simulation; one is pedagogical in its orientation and the other 
is therapeutic; one uses largely third-person perspective, and the other uses first-person. 
Furthermore, Tactical Iraqi switches more rapidly between discursive contexts and visual 
perspectives, while Virtual Iraq is designed to be continuous and immersive. 

However, both of these publicly funded "virtual Iraqs," which are made in America, 
are also intended to increase efficiencies in activities of memory, particularly those 
embodied through practices of recognition, recollection, and remembering. Both 
programs implicitly address mnemonic techniques related to inhabiting these VR 
worlds: Tactical Iraqi is designed to prompt soldiers to remember specific Arabic words 
and phrases; Virtual Iraq is intended to trigger memories and appropriate coping 
mechanisms in combat veterans suffering from PTSD. 

The Palace of Memory 

The method of loci in ars memoriae is a technique for remembering often associated 
with the classical rhetorical tradition. According to advice in ancient, medieval, and 
early modern rhetorical manuals, the loci were physical locations, usually in a familiar 
and highly articulated public area, such as a church, palace, forum, or garden. The 
method for this art of memory was famously credited to Simonides of Ceos by Cicero 
in De Oratore, who tells the story of how Simonides used his precise geographical 
memory of the relative orientation of specific objects in a particular scene to locate the 
bodies of his former dinner companions in the chaotic rubble of a collapsed building: 

In the mean time the apartment in which Scopas was feasting fell down, and he himself [the 
patron of Scopas], and his company, were overwhelmed and buried in the ruins; and when their 
friends were desirous to inter their remains, but couid not possibly distinguish one from another, 
so much crushed were the bodies, Simonides is said, from his recollection of the place in which 
each had sat, to have given satisfactory directions for their interment. Admonished by this occur¬ 
rence, he is reported to have discovered that it is chiefly order that gives distinctness to memory; 
and that by those, therefore, who would improve this part of the understanding, certain places 
must be fixed upon, and that of the things which they desire to keep in memory, symbols must 
be conceived in the mind, and ranged, as it were, in those places; thus the order of the places 
would preserve the order of things, and the symbols of the things would denote the things 
themselves; so that we should use the places as waxen tablets, and the symbols as letters.^® 
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To use this artificial memory or method of loci, one walks through an edifice or area 
several times, viewing discrete landmarks within it, in the same order every time. After 
several repetitions, the assumption is that one should he able to visualize each of the 
places in a logical sequence reliably and remember the associated content. Thus to 
memorize a speech the text is broken into pieces, each of which is symbolized by 
vividly imagined symbols or signs. In the mind's eye, the orator places each of these 
images into the loci. Objects of discourse can then be recalled in a precise order by 
imagining walking through the building again, visiting each of fhe loci sequentially 
and viewing each of the images that was placed in the loci, thereby recalling each 
piece of the speech in the proper order. 

It may be a fallacy to assume that the expanded capacity for storage and increased 
compressibility of digital media, along with the promise of ubiquitous computing and 
more powerful search engines, will eventually make the organic exercise of memory 
in human cognition obsolete. While facts and experiences may seem to be conjured 
up as quickly as pages from Google or del.ici.ous, the increasingly spatial character of 
electronic environments, the secondary orality of new forms of nearly instantaneous 
communication, and the fundamental need for epistemological coherence in a 
complex, amorphous, and rapidly changing information environment will likely make 
variants of the method of the loci continue to be relevant to contemporary cyborgs. 
Unfortunately, these military-funded games and simulations do not always capitalize 
on the particular efficiencies in learning and other forms of psychic integration, which 
the method of loci offers. Although experimental data continues to suggest that 
subjects who employ this ancient method still have significantly better recall than 
those in control groups,^^ opportunities for using it in the Arcade Game component 
of Tactical Iraqi are missed. 

As Frances Yates has argued, in the case of Renaissance magical or occult memory 
systems in the early age of print, new technologies, such as the printing press, do not 
necessarily displace this key component from the canon of the rhetorical tradition.^® 
Similarly, Mary Carruthers claims that the commerce of written texts in vernacular 
languages actually increased interest in memoria during the Middle Ages.^^ She also 
asserts that the labor involved in systems of memory tends to be underestimated 
because of our contemporary viewpoint in which invention is valued over retention, 
and memory is seen as passive behavior rather than an activity of craft and conscious 
construction. 

In 1997, Janine Wong and Peter Storkerson updated the theory of the method of 
loci fo apply to hypermedia and interactive multimedia by claiming that recent 
forms of spatial organization provided "semantic context" in which communications 
can be made more intelligible.^^ Wong and Storkerson argued that this revival of fhese 
traditional rhetorical techniques was first suggested by Vannevar Bush in his argument 
for a new epistemology of "association” in information science. The ancients can be 
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seen as precursors to contemporary information design theorists because the loci 
were chunked or grouped in sets of items, no more than what the mind's eye 
could encompass in one glance in the medieval equivalent of "working memory." 
Similarly, Ian Bogost argues that the experience of the flaneur wandering through 
urban landscapes is useful for understanding the "configurative structure of procedural 
texts" like videogames.Bogost believes that the reader/player/user is given a "set of 
options" for negotiating contemporary human experience in which the "chance 
encounter" can be "embodied as a unit of cultural currency" epitomized even in the 
work of Baudelaire, Benjamin, and Bukowski. The image of the Palace of Memory also 
receives a prominent place in Nicholas Negroponte's Being Digital, as an example of 
the importance of "navigating in three-dimensional space to store and retrieve infor¬ 
mation."^^ Recently computer scientist Eric Fassbender has developed a "Virtual 
Memory Palace" simulation designed for corporate speakers and other potential public 
orators who wish to avoid the scripted boredom of a typical canned PowerPoint 
presentation.^^ 

The Virtual Iraq simulation itself was developed from another modern-day form of 
the method of loci used by the USC software development team with both stroke 
victims and children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. In this form of 
"distance medicine," patients can negotiate around the spaces of virtual living rooms, 
offices, and classrooms to locate specific objects that were situated in the virtual space. 
However, the researchers point out that memory is rarely depicted as a single entity 
in their discipline, because "memory is often broken down into traditional cognitive 
psychology categories such as iconic, working, procedural, declarative, prospective, 
and episodic memory domains."^'* Yet they also cite research showing how memory 
and spatial ability can be seen as closely integrated neurological assets. 

In the virtual environment of traumatic combat for Virtual Iraq, the mnemonic 
assets acquired in moving through the 3-D world are associated with emotional rather 
than intellectual value systems. In the final analysis, this virtual reality simulation is 
designed to solve a much more difficult problem than merely remembering traumatic 
circumstances, since the user must ultimately also distance him or herself from these 
violent events by relegating them to the past using the discursive device of the per¬ 
sonal narrative. As Cicero tells of the orator Themistocles's interactions with a disciple 
who inquires what the art of memory could do for him, the rhetorician retorts that 
the student would oblige his teacher much more "if he could instruct him how to 
forget, rather than to remember, what he chose. 

The spatialization of memory is also important for other projects associated with 
the USC group. For example, Jacquelyn Ford Morie's The Memory Stairs (figure 3.5) 
stages the artifacts of a stranger's nostalgia in two elaborate wallpapered rooms, which 
are stocked with old magazines, knickknacks, and children's toys. Morie's eight 
different planned immersive environments repurpose some elements of an earlier 
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Figure 3.5 

Scene from Memory Stairs. Courtesy of Jacquelyn Morie. 


Virtopia project. Via a head-mounted display, the user is inserted into an imagined life 
chronology structured hy discrete memories. According to Morie, these spaces seem¬ 
ingly inhabited by ghosts are "designed to represent an aesthetic journey through a 
lifetime of memories."^® When I explored the virtual spaces of Morie's Memory Stairs 
environment, I could even look out the window. However, I was extremely conscious 
of fhe fwo-room constraint, and often found myself on fop of fables in my eagerness 
to move freely around the virtual space. 

Morie describes her objectives in the project as "defining an expressive grammar for 
emofionally evocafive virfual environmenfs." It is worth noting that she has also 
worked on a number of projects for the U.S. military, including DarkCon, in which 
the user-trainee encounters a variety of objecfs similarly tied to evocations of pafhos 
and a generafional pasf, which include a "baby doll" that "squeaks when stepped on" 
and "family phofo albums" fhat lie "discarded in fhe mud."^^ Although the DarkCon 
story unfolds in an Eastern European city, where the user must negotiate movement 
through a cramped sewer tunnel and be prepared for bofh "civilian refugees" and 
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"militant rebels," lessons learned by Morie's teams potentially also apply to the 
research of those building Iraq games and simulations. 

In a Los Angeles Times editorial, policy analyst Max Boot praises this spatialization 
of military training and the translation of pedagogically structured orientation experi¬ 
ences into virtual space. Specifically, he uses the example of Tactical Iraqi to argue that 
such situated learning enables participants to develop forms of cultural literacy that 
soldiers would otherwise be lacking. Boot enthuses about visiting "the Expeditionary 
Warfare School, where captains study Arabic by playing a sophisticated computer game 
complete with animated characters.Boot claims that this computerized language 
instruction exemplifies fhe critical training simulating "the human terrain" of the Iraqi 
theater of conflicf. 

However, the human terrain that Boot emphasizes, which can now he inhabited 
through virtual reality interfaces, would ideally allow for certain forms of improvisa¬ 
tion impossible in many fixed media representations, allowing individuals to respond 
to the physical and social landscape with certain forms of situated experimentation 
and even contemplate resistance to norms of movement. In his work on space and 
boundaries, Michel de Certeau has outlined the elements that define fhe inhabited 
space of the built environment and argues that individuals' tactical practices, or prac¬ 
tices opposing regulation and ideological control by the interests in power, respond 
to the city's physical and social landscape with certain forms of situated resistance. 
For de Certeau, the way that individuals use and move through the space defines the 
city. As in the method of loci, de Certeau compares verbal linguistics to the "rhetoric 
of walking" in which the physical movement of different individuals defines and 
embeds meaning into a space. He claims that spatial order "organizes an ensemble of 
possibilities (e.g., by a place in which one can move) and interdictions (e.g., by a 
wall that prevents one from going further) so that "the walker actualizes some of 
these possibilities. In that way, he makes them exist as well as emerge." De Certeau 
asserts that everyday actions make lived spaces readable and thus believable and 
memorable. These actions by a marginalized majority are designated as "tactics," 
and they are often the only available tools of a population that doesn't have access 
to the strategies of fhose in power who can operate outside of a specifically situated 
environment. 

More rapid and unconstrained types of movement are also possible in virtual 
environments. Other kinds of military simulations that recreate the space of combat 
may move through territory with more apparent mastery of space, such as by 
flying. For example, Patrick Crogan has argued that flight simulators have a particular 
primacy in digital experiences of play and to the relationship of war to peacetime 
cultural practices of entertainment.The experience of walking or driving slowly, 
however, is uniquely well designed for recognition and reintegration of specific 
memory cues. 


Democracy and Military-Funded Videogames and Simulations 


113 


Identity in Play 

It could be argued that the third-person player format of Tactical Iraqi invariably draws 
attenfion fo issues of idenfity, since fhe player can see John Smifh's external charac¬ 
teristics while also being expected to identify wifh his inner affecf. This ability to view 
what Bob Rehak calls "the spectator's own body" in videogames can be equated with 
the psychoanalytic experience of the mirror stage and related imaginary constructions 
of selfT^ Because idenfity is always the product of fhe bifurcation of infernal and 
exfernal categories of self, a measure of how we see ourselves as similar to and differ¬ 
ent from others in particular communities of membership, the third-person perspec¬ 
tive spotlights identity politics in a way that the unmediated perspective of first-person 
play cannot. 

We know that John Smith is a white male who is often comparatively physically 
imposing. We can see that Smith is neither young nor old, and—from the context of 
fhe mission—we know fhat he is nof located on either extreme in the chain of 
command. There are also many fhings that we do not know about John Smith: his 
marital status, his political affiliation, his sexual preferences, his previous military 
tours of dufy, and the region of the United States from which he comes. The learner 
is allowed fo consfruct fhose features as he or she practices social interactions at Jasim's 
house, where the learner has finally entered an Iraqi home. 

As A. Suresh Canagarajah has argued, the "self" is composed of a number of inter¬ 
pretive and rhetorical taxonomies. Identity (such as "racial" or "national" or "ethnic" 
identity) is only one component of many. Canagarajah argues thaf fhe "self" is actu¬ 
ally an amalgam of "identify," "role," "subjectivity," and "voice.In other words. 
Sergeant John Smith occupies an obvious identity position as a white American male, 
but he also has a social role to fulfill in rebuilding the school with the villagers' coop¬ 
eration. Additionally, he has a particular consciousness of his own subjecfivify and 
some understanding about how his agency is enabled and constrained (in the case of 
fhe game, by his linguisfic competence, albeit temporarily). John Smith also has a 
"voice" that can express resistance and accommodation in a second language; he can 
be "heard" by autonomous agents capable of response in the context of fheir own 
ideologies. Researchers evaluating the success of Tactical Iraqi also indicafed that the 
test subjects who served as players could also be defined by a similarly complex matrix 
of identify, role, subjectivity, and voice; the successes and failures of different test 
groups were cataloged with attention to all these aspects of self. 

Manuel Castells has fheorized fhaf increasingly networked "informational societies" 
are characterized by "the preeminence of identify as their organizing principle," which 
he defines as "the process by which a social actor recognizes itself and consfructs 
meaning primarily on the basis of a given culfural aftribufe or sef of attributes to the 
exclusion of a broader reference to other social structures. For Castells, linguistic 
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identity presents a special case: "I would make the hypothesis that language, and 
particularly a fully developed language, is a fundamental attribute of self-recognition, 
and of the establishment of an invisible nafional boundary less arbifrary than territo¬ 
riality, and less exclusive than ethnicity."^'’ Language, Castells argues, provides "the 
linkage between the private and the public sphere, and between the past and the 
present, regardless of the actual acknowledgement of a cultural community by institu¬ 
tions of the state. 

As John Smith acquires knowledge of Arabic and participafes in social nefworks, he 
also takes on a new identity as an Arabic speaker, but this identity is always understood 
to be extrinsic, only a supplement to his core identity as an English-speaking military 
officer. Af most, this identity serves as a temporary dramatic persona; at the very least 
it serves as a tool that merely provides a means to an end. Although John Smith par¬ 
ticipates in the activities of the village, he does not take on a new citizenship, even 
after he is welcomed into the house of the village leader and has participated in rituals 
of social bonding. 

In fhe Unifed States, the following joke is somefimes fold: "If a person who 
speaks two languages is 'bilingual,' and a person who speaks three languages is 
'trilingual,' what do you call a person who speaks one language?" The answer, of 
course, is "American." Despite the fact that the U.S. citizenry is increasingly transna¬ 
tional and bilingual, this joke reveals an ideological truth: to some extent, to speak 
another language is to cease to be an authentic American, as the long history of 
English-only inifiatives demonstrafes.The U.S. Congress may have declared a recenf 
year, 2005, fo be the official "Year of Eanguages," buf governmenfal funding for 
bilingual and second-language educafion remains insufficienf, and many college pro¬ 
grams in second-language learning for critical world languages, ones with hundreds 
of millions of speakers, remain desperafely underenrolled despite nominal governmen¬ 
tal support. In Castells' terms, this monolingual identity can be seen as so primary 
that it assumes a special moral authority in U.S. policy and populism, although it 
could also be argued that this linguistic national identity erodes its moral authority 
by subverting the language identities of its own bilingual and transnational 
members. 

Techniques for embodied language learning are acfually nothing particularly 
new; they predate digital virtual environments by decades. For example, in the 1970s 
Bulgarian psycholinguist Georgi Lozanov championed "Suggestopedia," a technique 
that emphasized the learner's embodied physical state, bodily comfort, and sensory 
perception to encourage receptivity and to lower learning anxiety and resistance. 
Suggestopedia also used gameplay and encouraged learners to assume an identity 
within the target language, just as foreign language software simulations do. For 
example, if one wanfed to learn Russian with Suggestopedia, one could assume the 
identity of a native speaker whose upbringing would have encouraged him or her to 
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be proficient in the language since childhood. In some ways, Tactical Iraqi represents 
a more timid form of embodied learning: curricular materials only attend to auditory 
and visual stimulation, and learners are restricted to occupying an identity located on 
the periphery of membership in the target language, not at its center. 

As James Paul Gee has argued, situated learning environments can be created with 
the tools of a traditional classroom, given that the right set of productive learning 
practices are in play to minimize anxiety about educational risk-taking and to maxi¬ 
mize the intuitive character of the interface for the knowledge that is to be confidently 
owned.Yet even if Tactical Iraqi is judged to be superior to traditional instruction, 
which is as yet unproven by independent researchers, it is worth asking if the video- 
game solves the central problems posed by the actual theater of conflict: (1) a critical 
shortage of Arabic speakers and (2) confusing rules of engagement in the situations 
of search and patrol. For example, the decision makers' authority could be called into 
question if the particular rules of the game are not taken as givens. What if there were 
recruiting and retention problems to blame for these staff deficiencies of Arabic speak¬ 
ers, or if mistakes made in diplomatic negotiations with local populations were a more 
significant causal factor in the difficulties of urban warfare? 

Trust and Face 

Tactical Iraqi differs significantly from commercially produced language-learning soft¬ 
ware featuring interactions with digital characters in circumstances of virtual travel, 
although these language-learning programs incorporate similar speech recognition 
technology so that the learner may converse with the program's computer-generated 
characters and practice skill development in modules focusing on particular forms of 
grammar, syntax, and usage. Although the "Skill Builder" of Tactical Iraqi's 2005 
version appears to be similar to these interfaces—in which the appropriate videotaped 
reactions of a human actor can be situated in textual information, such as a glossary 
or a written transcription of appropriate dialogue^^ —there are significant differences 
in the structure of the pedagogical drama. 

The on-screen interlocutors who populate programs like those developed by the 
Living Language series only sit docilely behind ticket counters or hotel registration 
desks. Native speakers never do more than register mild dismay or embarrassed confu¬ 
sion when the learner struggles with pronunciation or syntax because interactivity is 
limited to polite exchanges. In contrast, autonomous pedagogical agents in Tactical 
Iraqi may shout at the learner's avatar, make angry accusations, or threaten the 
learner's avatar with physical harm, so that the learner may be forced to flee the actual 
site of the communicative exchange and retreat to the Skill Builder or attempt to 
re-take that particular stage of the Mission Game all over again from the beginning 
to the interchange. 
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The initial measure of a player's "health" in Tactical Iraqi was the "emotional arousal 
level"^^ of the other autonomous agents John Smith encounters on his mission; the 
"arousal level" meters of the early demo version were later replaced hy "trust" meters 
in more recent game prototypes. Researchers explained the development process: 

As we conducted formative evaluations of the TLTS, we frequently saw a need to improve feed¬ 
back, and developed new feedback methods in response. For example, when learners carry out 
actions in the Mission Game that develop rapport with the local people (e.g., greet them and 
carry out proper introductions), they want to know if they are making progress. Some cues that 
people rely on in real life, such as the facial expressions of the people they are talking to, are 
not readily available in the game engine underlying TLTS (namely. Unreal Tournament 2003). 
We therefore developed an augmented view of the non-player characters' mental state, called a 
trust meter.. . . The size of the grey bar under each character image grows and shrinks dynami¬ 
cally depending upon the current degree of trust that character has for the player. Note that this 
lessens the need for intelligent coaching on the subject of establishing trust, since learners can 
recognize when their actions are failing to establish trust.^^ 

Project team members describe how they must compensate for particular short¬ 
comings in the player's digital experience—in this case, insufficient granularity in the 
interlocutors' facial expressions. They adapt the system design so that vividness and 
interactivity can continue to be closely correlated in play. Although John Smith is not 
otherwise equipped with hypersensitive superhuman abilities, he is magically able to 
visualize particular nonverbal cues about trust that are signaled on meters in the course 
of gameplay. Therefore, he is particularly empowered to achieve success in the game 
by inspiring the greatest trust from the greatest number. It is worth observing that 
there are a number of other serious and commercial games that use a trust meter as 
part of gameplay. They include The Thing (2002), Tom Clancy's Splinter Cell: Double 
Agent (2006), Global Conflicts: Palestine (2007), and ELECT BiLAT (2008). Trust in vid¬ 
eogame play can operate in either zero-sum or non-zero-sum situations, in which 
players are encouraged to pursue a variety of strategies, from preemptive violence 
based on Hobbesian skepticism to cooperative efforts that include mutual decision¬ 
making and consultation with cultural and linguistic others. 

It is interesting to note, however, that the game designers' initial conceptions held 
"face" to be most critical component in judging discrete linguistic interactions as 
polite in the world of Tactical Iraqi. Unlike "trust," which relies on the perceived pres¬ 
ence of social guarantees and assumes that the rational actors are oriented around 
intention, "face" can be seen as a more appropriate standard for a game about autono¬ 
mous agents from different cultures because face is a public measure of culturally 
specific self-esteem and social prestige,^^ while trust gauges one's comfort depending 
on others in a shared system of highly rationalized values. The researchers apparently 
intended first to follow the typology of Brown and Levinson, in which face is defined 
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in terms of so-called face-wants, which may be positive (the desire to feel appreciated) 
or negative (the desire to remain unmolested).Thus politeness is a social strategy 
dependent on mutual cooperation between the speaker and the hearer. Depending on 
whether the speaker's politeness strategy aims at preserving the positive or negative 
face needs of the addressee, Brown and Levinson identify positive or negative polite¬ 
ness respectively. 

These politeness researchers advise that the safer sfrategy is generally negative polite¬ 
ness, such as avoiding constraining another person's freedom of movemenf, rafher 
than positive politeness, such as paying a compliment or giving a gift, which could 
easily backfire. They claim as a general principle that "it is safer fo assume that H 
prefers his peace and self-determination than he prefers your expressions of regard."^*’ 
Yet on military "knock and talk" missions into private homes led by armed soldiers, 
those in the civilian population will necessarily have their freedom consfrained in 
ways thaf they are likely to resent. Certainly there are similar linguistic situations that 
could perhaps serve as models, such as police work, in which individuals sometimes 
must be questioned, searched, and detained. Strangely, however. Tactical Iraqi empha¬ 
sizes positive politeness, with the exception of one lesson on conducting house 
searches and one on procedures if weapons are found. 

Although Brown and Levinson draw on a number of fields—among fhem anthropol¬ 
ogy, sociology, and linguistics—they also acknowledge an intellectual debt to the field 
of rhetoric.In synthesizing their matrix of power (P), social disfance (D), and relative 
imposition (R), they label these "variations in interactional style which we call ethos. 
Repeatedly, they assert that many of their research questions have not been addressed 
in any significant manner since Aristotle, who first formulated a manner in which 
pragmatic reasoning could be operationalized. 

The use of the Brown and Levinson construct in a virtual environment with artificial 
intelligence (AI) puppets is an interesting choice by the Tactical Iraqi team, given both 
the sociolinguists' interest in the constitutive character of the "virtual offense"^^ in 
situations of day-fo-day politeness and how Brown and Levinson believed that research 
in artificial intelligence by their contemporaries had been hampered by overinvest¬ 
ment in individual cognition and an underinvestment in the study of social inferac- 
fion.*’“ In the fictional conceit of Tactical Iraqi's virtual world, the Arabic-speaking 
characters John Smith encounters seek to engage him in social practices of praise, and 
they also generally preserve a respectful disfance from him. However, when mutual 
politeness strategies fail, they reflect badly on parties from bofh sides: Smith and his 
party flee with almost Monty Python-ish cowardice, and the Arabic characters become 
transformed info angry, cursing buffoons, so that the narrative of Tactical Iraqi is filled 
wifh what Brown and Levinson call "face-threatening acts" (FTAs) that might be seen 
to impinge upon or take away honor, or status. 
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Critical Play 

For rhetoricians who study new media, a program like Tactical Iraqi immediately 
raises a number of red flags. First, the game engine comes from the ultraviolent 
Unreal Tournament series in which opponents are dehumanized alien life forms and 
annihilating weaponry is central to gameplay. The engine operationalizes weaponry 
and bodily liquids in an entirely different procedural rhetoric from that envisioned 
by the Tactical Iraqi team. The development team at CARTE told reporters that it 
took the game designers working on the Tactical Iraqi mod almost eight months 
to remove all the coding that directed graphic displays of violence or gore, a process 
that was slowed by lack of access to the source code. Even after it appeared that 
the entire Unreal arsenal of weapons had been confiscated, principal investigator 
Johnson admitted that "one of the testers discovered that if he stomped on other 
characters, they would explode in blood and guts.'"’^ Despite having acquired the 
source code, some elements of the Unreal substrate of combative spectacle might 
remain undisturbed, and thus the theatrical perspective of the game could distance 
the subject from his or her linguistic interactions and reinforce a logic of spatial 
domination rather than one of participation in literacy as a form of mutual social 
exchange. 

Second, the computer-generated animated pedagogical agents of Tactical Iraqi are 
incapable of speech acts that are not scripted by the U.S. military; for all their sophis¬ 
ticated A1 they cannot ask the learner hard questions about the unpopular geopolitical 
agenda being pushed by U.S. policy makers in the Middle East, a species of verbal 
challenge that native Arabic speakers might easily ask in live face-to-face situations. 
Although project documents tout the fact that each pedagogical agent comes equipped 
with "its own goals, private beliefs, mental models of other characters, and evolving 
relationships with and attitudes towards other characters (including the learner),'"’^ 
no pedagogical agent is provided with the persuasive tools that might prepare learners 
for serious challenges to U.S. political ideology or better engage learners in substantive 
critical thinking about cultural difference. Pedagogical agents who manifest resistance 
can do little more than shout "CIA!" at Smith. Even Hasan, a character who asserts 
that it is "impossible to accept America's occupation of Iraq" is given nothing to say 
beyond this relatively undeveloped objection. 

Third, as many recent critics have observed. Tactical Iraqi can be read as representa¬ 
tive of the current U.S. "military-entertainment complex" in which entertaining 
military-style simulations are seemingly implicated in real acts of violence and coer¬ 
cion in the developed and the developing world.Although the game is explicitly 
nonviolent. Tactical Iraqi provides the soldier with an interpretation of remote political 
actors and settings that reshapes their indigenous meaning. By simulating complex 
sociolinguistic interactions in such a cartoonish form, the program risks further 
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replicating the "hyperreal" within the current dynamics of Iraqi occupation, just as 
Baudrillard's "precession of simulacra" would predict.'’^ 

Fourth, verbal and physical aggression are still closely linked by a logic of subsfitu- 
fion in Tactical Iraqi fhat can be seen as a legifimafion of armed force. Maferials on 
fhe Tactical Iraqi websife make fhis connection more explicitly. As one DARPA researcher 
observes, "The idea is to put behind every steering wheel and behind every trigger 
finger in a foreign country a little bit of fhat culture and language.This assertion 
may be particularly troubling if policy makers believe that only a "little bit" of "culfure 
and language" is necessary behind fhe powerful tools for confrol and domination that 
are represented by the synecdoche of the "trigger finger" or "steering wheel." 

Yet Tactical Iraqi is not a conventional military combat game. It does not express 
values of selflessness or heroism or even loyally to the nation-state. Other military 
simulations lionize patriotic displays or measure the player's success in conventional 
terms of battlefield honor. These games may also emphasize how strategic choices by 
key personnel and commanding officers affect other agents in the game, and that in 
situations of extreme risk it is necessary to make utilitarian calculations, but such 
maneuvering also generally serves the larger national interest at the expense of enemy 
combatants. In many ways, however, the other members of Smifh's squad are less 
imporfanf for his success in fhe mission than are the Iraqi civilians he encounters, 
independent agents upon whom he depends for local cooperation and material 
supplies. Despite these interchanges, cultural empathy is limited: in the game of 
Tactical Iraqi, the player can never assume the position of the presumptive enemy. 
Unlike off-the-shelf products, such as Battlefield 2, learners can never play the game 
as Hasan or Jasim or any of the other indigenous characters in the game. As the player 
acquires new linguistic skills, he or she is not necessarily given any insight into the 
subjectivity of those who might be seen as otherwise radically other. 

Testing the Prototypes: Gamer Culture and Primary Reception 

Despite widespread cheerleading for the tremendous potential of videogame learn¬ 
ing,*’'’ preference for this particular medium of instruction is far from universal af 
presenf. Research has shown that even when videogames are enormously popular with 
a particular instructional demographic, such as undergraduate students,*"^ it does not 
follow that the players themselves perceive any connection to learning or expressly 
desire educational content in play. 

Therefore, the initial trust problem encountered by Tactical Iraqi researchers involved 
players who avoided the game space entirely when using the program, often by hiding 
out in the Mission Skill Builder. Project documents indicated that "the learners were 
generally reluctant to start playing the game, because they were afraid that they would 
not be able to communicate successfully with the non-player characters."*’® In fact, 
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rather than anticipating that play would be a pleasurable experience, "Learners usually 
started playing the game only when experimenters insisted that they do so.'"’^ To 
overcome this problem, researchers focused on replicating introductory social rituals 
in the virtual environment and applying forms of convenfional etiqueffe to the world 
of the simulation. As the research team from Tactical Iraqi writes, "We found that if 
fhe experimenter introduced them directly to the game and encouraged them to try 
saying hello to one of the characters there, they got engaged, and were more confident 
to try it."^° 

Other players were eager to engage with the Unreal puppets, but were not as enthu¬ 
siastic about language acquisition skills. When asked to participate in gameplay by 
researchers and commanding officers, this group of players chose fo merely "game the 
system" by joining collaborative activities that postponed rather than promulgated 
learning. A project paper about the evaluation of Tactical Iraqi records fhat fhe game 
"when played in beginner mode gave learners the impression that they simply needed 
to memorize certain phrases to get through the game. After the first day the subjects 
showed up with printed cheat-sheets that they had created, so they could even avoid 
memorization."^^ Like gamers who aspire to simply exploit a system's shortcuts by 
relying on cheat codes to arrive at the conclusion of fhe game more rapidly,these 
Fort Bragg soldiers had decided to take advantage of systemic loopholes and subvert 
the very learning process that others might undertake in good faith. 

In October 2004, another test was scheduled at Fort Bragg that was deemed to be 
much more successful fhan the first. Test subjects were drawn from an all-male group 
from the U.S. Army Special Forces. To the experimenters, these men seemed to repre¬ 
sent a superior class of learner and were characterized by researchers as having "intel¬ 
ligence greater than the average soldier." Those who evaluated the game claimed that 
this particular group worked with Tactical Iraqi as a single, coherent unit more effec¬ 
tively. These soldiers were praised for making "better use" of fhe Mission Game and 
for nof relying on "cheaf sheets. 

It could be argued that these soldiers were more like the John Smith envisioned 
by the game designers, since in his backstory Smith is a sophisticated specialist in 
"economics and public finance" in the military who has launched a career as a "finan¬ 
cial and loan consultant" when off-duty back in the United States. Perhaps these 
Special Forces subjects were able to endow the burly, bumbling Smith of gameplay 
wifh some of the incipient, intangible, exceptional qualities that Smith's designers 
had endowed him with in his backstory. 

Like all the human figures in Tactical Iraqi, Smith has an elaborate character profile 
in the library of project paperwork produced by the software development team. 
However, this narrative substrate is invisible to the player. According to these internal 
documents, game designers have envisioned Smith as a soldier who joined the military 
as a reservist and for economic reasons, to support his family and to defray his 
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educational expenses. In this backstory, Smith's early attempt at a career in music 
and his choice not to delay parenthood after marrying appears to have derailed his 
predictable class aspirations, given that designers have imagined Smith to be from a 
privileged background in which his father is an attorney and his mother serves in the 
Massachusetts State Legislature. 

Yet as players we know remarkably little about John Smith's personal history before 
he enters the game space. The backstory with which the designers have equipped him 
is never narrated to the player; thus the game's avatar functions as a cipher in play. 
And yet the Mission Skill Builder teaches the learner that to earn trust in realistic lin¬ 
guistic interactions and to preface business discussions appropriately, it is necessary 
to disclose public aspects of personal life to interlocutors. Units on "Describing Your¬ 
self" and "Building Rapport" make the obligation for personal revelation and open 
discourse from a clearly defined identity position manifest. The learner is helped with 
descriptions of these positions of self by units on "Learning about Your Host" and 
"Kinship and Occupations." 

In the critical fourth scene, "At Jasim's House," the learner must independently 
endow Smith with a range of specific kinship relations. The player must decide if Smith 
is married or unmarried and can give him different gender configurations of offspring 
or can assign him brothers and sisters. These family members can also be endowed 
with a range of occupations (which are associated with certain class designations): 
doctor, soldier, teacher, lawyer, engineer, and merchant. The learner can even offer to 
show Jasim a photograph of his family in the United States, although this image is 
not clearly visible on-screen. If the learner omits the social niceties of establishing 
Smith's personal background when faced with Jasim's polite but mildly probing ques¬ 
tions, Jasim will refuse to use his authority as a senior official to help the mission go 
forward, because the learner has too abruptly initiated business discourse before a 
sufficiently intimate rapport could be established. 

Researchers admit that the player could be placed in the uncomfortable position of 
being expected to provide personal details about John Smith that are not included In 
the available narrative ingredients of the game, so that when this situation is carried 
to its logical conclusion, it would seem that the only way to convince others of the 
authenticity of a given self would be to forge information about one's fictionalized 
alter ego. So, if John Smith asks the village headman how old his son is, he should 
realistically expect a similar question about the ages and genders of his own children 
in return, and thus Smith would be expected to give a definitive answer requiring 
elaboration by the player on the blank slate of the avatar's character. 

It is useful to look at even more submerged cryptohistories in Tactical Iraqi's design 
process and to consider what was changed about the game during its multiyear devel¬ 
opment. Although initially there were plans to create a parallel version of the game 
with a female protagonist. Major Kate Jones,game developers are no longer actively 
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pursuing a version with a female mission leader. Researchers cited cost and design 
issues, the demographic features of the typical service person, the social dynamics of 
what could he called "military drag" in which those who put on a uniform assume 
its gender position, and a perceived female acceptance that the armed forces are domi¬ 
nated hy masculinist ideology. However, from the perspective of applied linguistics, 
this permanent postponement seems an area of serious concern, especially given 
published research identifying significant gender differences in Arabic language use.^^ 
Even the voice-recognition technology to which the microphone connects has diffi¬ 
culty recognizing correct utterances from female players, so that male speakers are the 
acknowledged norm and female speakers are an aberration. Nonetheless, promotional 
materials about Tactical Iraqi prominently feature endorsements by female service 
people for the program, including female instructors from West Point and Fort Carson, 
Colorado. Yet what Arab linguist Amy Perkins seems to be asserting is actually the 
suitability of the game for those of the opposite sex. As she says, "These guys aren't 
going to sit in class learning Arabic."^*’ 

Certainly, a substantial body of criticism now exists about the manifold benefits of 
playing and learning across gender lines through videogame play. As James Paul Gee 
and many others have argued, transgender play is both common and educational, so 
female service people playing as Smith may be empowered and enlightened by the 
experience.The Tactical Iraqi program features a female voice in the 2005 Skill Builder 
that encourages awareness of gender difference in the tutorial mode. And in the 
Mission Game, Sergeant Smith is accompanied by a three-dimensional Sergeant Sarnia 
Paris, whose presence is acknowledged from the opening scene at the Hai Al-Nahar 
cafe and whose cultural knowledge as a native speaker cues the learner about how to 
properly engage in Smith's identity building in Jasim's house. 

In the sidekick's backstory, we learn that Paris is a cultural hybrid, a woman born 
in Baghdad to a Chaldean Christian family but raised in Canada and California after 
her family's flight from the Iraqi regime in 1988. Like Smith, she is also a reservist 
who was motivated to join the army to pay for her education. The narrative of Paris's 
agency is only an off-screen backstory, however. Frequently, virtual women in Tactical 
Iraqi are either invisible or their presence is limited to performing the traditional roles 
of female characters dating back to epic narrative conventions, in which women can 
only serve as guide, as goal, and as obstacle. In other words, female agents can redirect 
the trajectory of the hero or misdirect him from his goal, but they cannot participate 
as central agents in the pedagogical drama their own right. For example, Paris is limited 
to making suggestions about what Smith should say and do, and the potential pres¬ 
ence of female members in Jasim's household only represents possible social gaffes to 
be avoided. 

A complicated backstory has also been written for local leader Jasim's college- 
educated wife, Munaa, who is the principal of the girls' school and an obvious 
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Stakeholder in Smith's mission. The game designers have given Munaa many soap 
opera elements in the narrative: she is hoth wife and cousin to Jasim, and—in a move 
toward metanarrative made by many videogames—she is fan of elaborate plot-driven 
Mexican telenovelas that have been dubbed into Arabic. But Munaa has no actual 
lines in the 2005 script of scene four of Tactical Iraqi, and virtual women remain largely 
ancillary to the action in the present version of the game. 

Furthermore, although some subversive practices may seem undesirable to skill-and- 
drill educators who uniformly value attenfive obedience, many fheorists in game 
studies argue that rebellion against authority is essential for learning. From this peda¬ 
gogical perspective, the category of transgressive play is fundamentally different from 
fhe category of cheating. In his essay on Lara Croft, James Gee claims that transgression 
is actually central to effective learning and that defiance of aufhorify figures is crifical 
for fhe acquisifion of specialized knowledge In gameplay.^® In of her words, to play the 
game as Lara Croft successfully, the player must sometimes ignore the Professor's 
instructions or only listen selectively or even risk open disobedience. Squire and Jenkins 
believe that even games like Grand Theft Auto can help students understand political 
resistance in history games and simulations about the American Revolution. 

In contrast, games developed by the U.S. military actively discourage transgressive 
play for obvious reasons, because fhe chain of command depends on submitting to 
orders from fhose in aufhority without questioning their directives. For example, a 
player in America's Army who experiments by shooting his commanding officer in the 
first few seconds of the game forecloses any fufure opportunities for learning, because 
he immediafely finds himself in fhe brig. Although Tactical Iraqi focuses on suggesfions 
and responses rather than orders from other military personnel to foster a sense of 
aufonomy in gameplay, John Smifh only experiences negafive consequences from nof 
following explicit instructions, and the Pavlovian mechanisms of the game are con¬ 
sistent with a language learning methodology that emphasizes obedient responses to 
stimuli as a reinforcement to learning. 

Yet the approach of the Tactical Language series of games is assumed fo serve as a 
model for learning languages more generally. In ifs most recent testing phases, the 
pool of human subjects for Tactical Iraqi was even expanded fo include adolescenf 
civilians. In a February 2006 inferview principal investigafor Johnson said, "1 think 
it's fair to say the younger you are the more natural it is. We've tried the program also 
with teenagers, and it's really remarkable to watch. You know that before long fhey've 
already made contact with the local leader and are ready to sit down and plan the 
reconstruction. They really take to it."®° Because many in serious games are committed 
to exploring paradigms that go beyond the stereotypical audience of the adolescent 
male, it is somewhat surprising to see the Tactical Iraqi team actively courting this 
audience, although it may make sense in terms of ifs business plan of moving toward 
a commercial model. 
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Secondary Reception in the Mass Media: Showing and Teiiing 

In recent years, the news media has presented considerable coverage about these simu¬ 
lated environments. Items on Tactical Iraqi appeared in Newsweek, USA Today, the Los 
Angeles Times, the New York Times, National Geographic, and Forbes, and on the BBC, 
National Public Radio, Public Radio International, and ABC News.®' Virtual Iraq was 
featured in broadcast news stories from the BBC, NPR, CNN, ABC, CBS, Reuters, and 
even A1 Jazeerah, and in print in The New Yorker, Newsweek, The Washington Post, The 
Nation, and Le Pigaro.^^ This coverage is almost uniformly positive and never presents 
contrary viewpoints from advocates for traditional language learning or talk therapy, 
ffowever, since news stories about new technologies tend to emphasize characteristics 
that promote ideologies of progress, this slant is not distinctive to these computerized 
programs with their hostile physical environments from the Iraqi physical and cultural 
landscape. 

What is perhaps more significant about this coverage of military digital experience 
is the way that this publicity creates the possibility for a particular form of public 
display, which purports to show that difficult, if not intractable, problems are being 
addressed during the war effort. The problems that seem to be ameliorated in both 
weak and strong VR environments include foreign language incompetence, combat- 
related PSTD, the threat of roadside attacks by improvised explosive devices, unsuc¬ 
cessful negotiations with Iraqi locals, exacerbation of existing religious or tribal 
rivalries, confusion of insurgents and civilians, physical immobility from dismember¬ 
ment or spinal cord damage, and—for battlefield medics—inadequate preparedness 
for real-life triage situations. Critics could argue that displaying virtual problem solving 
is not necessarily the most effective way to solve actual problems, and that these games 
and simulations may function as a distracting show or spectacle to serve the political 
ends of power elites.®® Furthermore, if Ian Bogost has argued in Persuasive Games thaf 
interacting with rule sets while playing videogames opens up opportunities for cri¬ 
tique,®^ it would seem that television audiences have a very different experience. As 
passive spectators, viewers only see and hear selected snippets of the game and have 
little sense of how the underlying algorithms affect user behavior in sustained play 
situations. 

Moreover, television broadcasts tend to be even more laudatory than print in pub¬ 
licizing these game adaptations, for many of the same reasons that prepackaged video 
news releases may be aired: the researchers' video of gameplay or sample animations 
of the digital experience offer no-cost footage illustrating an interesting news story 
that appeals to a range of youth-oriented constituencies. In one ABC News broadcast, 
announcer Bill Blakemore reads directly from the testimonials on the Tactical Iraqi 
website, which include the improbable claim that a typical soldier would learn more 
Arabic "in one day" with Tactical Iraqi than a "whole tour in Iraq."®® 
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During my first FlatWorld visit, I was allowed to watch a television reporter from a 
local CBS affiliate in San Francisco film the Virtual Iraq foot patrol interface, which 
consisted of two laptops and a head-mounted display, and interview Rizzo and his 
collaborator computer scientist Jarrell Pair.®'’ Toward the end of the interview the 
reporter asked Pair to pose as a soldier wearing the gear while Rizzo explained the 
therapeutic procedure, and Pair jokingly lamented that it was a role that he had had 
to play previously with other reporters. When Rizzo expertly threaded his microphone 
wire through his shirt, the reporter commented, "You've done this before," to which 
Rizzo responded that he had been a "subject in videos over the years." Despite his 
obvious experience interacting with the media, Rizzo seemed sometimes to forget that 
he should speak in short soundbites designed for the attention-limited average televi¬ 
sion watcher and that his vocabulary should reflect a layman's knowledge. For example, 
at one point in the interview, Rizzo used the term "habituate," and the reporter 
reminded him that "'habituate' is a word that you know, and I don't." At another 
juncture Rizzo also showed himself to be willing to go off-message. When fhe reporter 
asked if the procedure was like "scaring a person with a heart condition," Rizzo real¬ 
istically responded that "it could be." However, he followed up with a lay-friendly 
analogy to going up the "terror stairway one step at a time" and emphasized that this 
was for already impaired patients who needed to be able to hear a "car backfire in a 
cafe" without "feeling like they were back in Fallujah." 

To the reporter's credit, he seemed less concerned with the dramatic props in the 
FlatWorld environment, and focused his aftenfion on the more mundane laptop 
screen, although he conceded "normally Td kill for a backdrop like that." Yet the 
television reporter seemed particularly eager to capture the dramatic explosions and 
helicopter entries and exits scripted into the game in his demo footage. "Do the explo¬ 
sion again," the reporter asked, and after Rizzo made the helicopter land for the first 
time, he said "I can make that happen again," much to the reporter's pleasure.®^ 

Eliminating human figures also seemed to be a key discursive act in the system 
demos, which I first noticed when I did the convoy demo with the motion platform, 
when roadside antagonists were made to magically disappear. At one point during the 
FlatWorld demo a car exploded and a terrified civilian ran around the scene on the 
screen display holding his head. Then Rizzo said, "On a keystroke, we can eliminate 
the civilian if we want," and promptly did so. Unlike Tactical Iraqi, the utterances of 
non-English speaking ofhers are not given much attention in the virtual space. Even 
the members of the research team did not know what the virtual insurgents depicted 
were saying in Arabic. 

Perhaps the lived space of deliberafive experience could be read as being at risk, 
because the mass media almost infinitely replicate traumatic scenes of spectatorship 
in cinematic reconstructions to depersonalize and dissociate violence and recast it as 
more palatable melodrama.®® If such games and simulations serve as advertisements 
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for the Iraq war to be consumed by American media users, they might also further 
particular nationalistic agendas by relegating action in combat to cinematic fictions 
in which collateral damage is either unrepresented or safely virtualized. In contrast, 
Bob Rehak has argued that it is precisely the alternation or even simultaneous experi¬ 
ence of "participatory and spectatorial" digital experiences that gives game environ¬ 
ments their value for human subjectivity and potential for ethical significances.®^ So 
those who study on-screen experiences may interpret these software programs and 
their associated publicity differently, given these competing assumptions about the 
value of spatial and narrative experiences in virtual environments. 

Backlash in the Professional Game Development Community 

In professional and scholarly communities devoted to videogames and virtual reality 
simulations, the publicity for these projects has stimulated considerable debate about 
the appropriateness of lending intellectual capital to these military-funded endeavors. 
Critics of software development related to the war in Iraq have argued that producers, 
designers, and programmers were collaborating with an invading army by contribut¬ 
ing their code to members of the military hierarchy. Defenders of the projects argued 
from a position of pragmatism: they pointed out that (1) such programs aided working- 
class soldiers on the frontlines, not policy makers in the power elite; (2) many pro¬ 
grams were specifically designed to reduce civilian casualties; and (3) the Internet and 
a plethora of other technological advances now enjoyed in cyberculture were once 
the products of militarily planned and funded projects. Nevertheless, this distrust of 
what Timothy Lenoir and Simon Penny have called "The Military-Entertainment 
Complex" runs deep, both in the academy and in hacker culture.^® 

Manuel Castells, like many historians of the digital age, has shown the defense 
industry to be a key player in the theory and practice of software development 
throughout its entire evolution.^' To counteract this militaristic influence, consider¬ 
able energy has been devoted to developing alternatively themed games about non¬ 
intervention or peaceful mediation, such as A Force More Powerful, PeaceMaker, and 
graphically less ambitious games like September 12th or Madrici.^^ However, these games 
received relatively little attention in the mainstream media, except in the context of 
discussing violence in commercial gaming.^® 

Not all of the cultural conflict between parties working in these new digital media 
may be necessarily directly related to specific geopolitical catalysts like the invasion 
and occupation of Iraq or to the deepening of a civilian/noncivilian divide in 
knowledge work. As Stuart Moulthrop observes, the "declaration (or acclamation) 
of war may distract attention from preexisting conflicts inherent in information 
culture. In other words, stakeholders arguing about the morality of participation 
in projects like Tactical Iraqi or Virtual Iraq may actually have more fundamental 
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disagreements about making meaning within a shared disciplinary field. These verbal 
opponents might even disagree about how technology works upon society in general. 
For example, some may be instrumentalists who see specific technologies as tools 
that can be directed by the conscious will of individuals and cause particular changes 
by intervening in the material world; others may be functionalists who think that 
cultural institutions use technology mainly to promote social stability and group 
norms. 

It could be argued that the relatively short history of game sfudies has been charac- 
ferized by a series of three—sometimes recursive—contentious debates. In the first 
great debate about videogames, which began in the 1980s,^^ the issues in question 
about art and representation go back at least to the famous argument between the 
ancients Plato and Aristotle. On the side that assumes Platonic mimesis as the opera¬ 
tive principle, games imitate "real" life and in turn encourage players to act in the 
"real" world in ways that imitate gameplay. The opposing side assumes that Aristotle’s 
theory of catharsis is more applicable; these critics adopt a viewpoint that assumes 
that games provide a socially acceptable outlet for experiencing even destructive 
behavior and thus help players understand the consequences of antisocial actions. The 
second great debate, which goes back to Gonzalo Frasca's 1999 ludology manifesto, 
pitted "narratologists" against "ludologists" in an academic turf war. Supposedly, 
eifher critics believe that games tell stories that are organized by archetypal structural 
elements in a plot line in which players identify with particular characters, or they 
believe that games potentially subvert cultural narratives because their "rules" can also 
allow for reciprocity and subversive play.^*" A third great debate seems to be now under 
way, spurred by the existence of "serious" games thaf are using game technologies 
more broadly for training, education, therapy, rehabilitation, social marketing, 
consciousness-raising, and public diplomacy. Instrumentalists argue that games func¬ 
tion as tools giving the player enhanced abilities as an individual to effect change in 
virtual or real worlds, while others—whom I call game studies functionalists—argue 
that games function to maintain a society's homeostasis and protect existing institu¬ 
tions and ideological paradigms. 

When the BBC ran an online feature praising Tactical Iraqi on February 19, 2006, if 
unintentionally triggered a furious debafe in the game development blogosphere. At 
first the reaction was either positive or subdued. Nick Montfort of Grand Text Auto 
describes the piece as a "great" article and praises project team member Hannes 
Vilhjalmsson.^^ 

The reaction was very different on Water Cooler Games, a forum for discussing per¬ 
suasive gaming in politics, advertising, education, and public health. In his opening 
salvo in answer to the BBC piece, web log editor and game developer Gonzalo Frasca 
declares that all ethical designer-programmers should cut all ties to military projects 
like Tactical Iraqi. In his act of public shaming, he castigates those involved with 
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defense projects as collaborators and closes with a virulent malediction against them 
that excludes them from his interpretive or productive communities. "You are not and 
will never be my colleagues. The Army money that funds your projects is tainted with 
blood and what you are doing is just simply wrong. Unlike the poor guys taking the 
bullets in the frontline, you guys had an education. You should know better. Shame 
on you!"^® 

Even before debate erupted at Water Cooler Games, Mark Marino had publicized his 
discomfort and his own divided allegiances on WRT: Writer Response Theory: "Part of 
my trouble is that I'm torn, ffaving seen the system and having learned a few words 
through it, 1 must say that I like it as a teaching system. 1 like that it isn't a shooter. 
Also, 1 like the words 'cultural sensitivity.' The trouble is 'cultural sensitivity' becomes 
a new kind of operational system in the command and control schema of larger mili¬ 
tary objectives. 

Several Water Cooler Games readers quickly argued against Frasca from an instru¬ 
mentalist position. Their postings promote an interpretation in which Tactical Iraqi 
serves as a tool intended to forestall violence and armed conflict rather than a tool to 
prepare for it. One commentator stresses the necessity of "the ability to communicate 
with Iraqis." Another prefers to "supply" Arabic as "one of the more innocuous and 
ultimately healing things" thinkable. A third writes that soldiers "have a far better 
chance of realizing the human impact of what's been done there, and finding ways 
to help instead of hurt, if they can communicate with the people there.In this 
view of language, translation serves as an absolute good and harmful speech acts are 
unimaginable. 

Frasca takes issue with their claims that translation is always an absolute good and 
even tries to use their very instrumentalism against them. He responds to these asser¬ 
tions of henign intent and execution with his own skepticism and insists that there 
is "no such thing as an ideologically neutral piece of software." In keeping with Lev 
Manovich's work on "transcoding," Frasca seems to believe that technology shapes 
cultural systems of signification as well as the more apparent inverse formulation. 
Rather than accept the instrumentalist view of his opponents, Frasca retorts with a 
unit operations reading of their discourse and the discourses of the Tactical Iraqi 
researchers in the media: "Breaking the process into small pieces is a very old military 
technique for convincing accomplices that they are not doing nothing [sic] wrong. 
Each little piece of the process seems harmless but the whole process can be mon¬ 
strous."^”^ Then, in what seems to be self-conscious hyperbole, he explicitly compares 
the game's proponents to Nazis who were just following orders. 

Andrew Stern, a coeditor of Grand Text Auto with Montfort, subsequently interjects 
himself into the Water Cooler debate and offers his perspective as a researcher currently 
receiving defense funding himself. Unlike the instrumentalists, he appeals to Frasca's 
pragmatism and to his understanding of the complexity of systems. 
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As you know, military funding (e.g, DARPA) is relatively pervasive in computer science in general, 
helping fund many researchers, including some you know. (The project Tm consulting on is 
Army-funded.) Such research, like the interactive narrative research Tm working on for ICT, can 
be applied fo many ofher domains. (Wasn't the Internet itself originally a milifary-funded project, 
to create a robust computer network in the event of nuclear war, that the world now reaps the 
benefits of? The morality of fhis stuff is complicated. 

Rather than examine the effects of programs like Tactical Iraqi, Stern focuses 
his rhetorical strategy on the causes of other software development projects. Like 
Moulthrop, Stern also acknowledges that dehate about participation in the war effort 
among game developers and critics might relate to other pre-existing epistemological 
conflicts: "Perhaps my participation in such projects is a form of implicit approval of 
the war, but it's also potentially helping improve the situation, and the results can 
theoretically be applied to help other battles, such as, oh, the Ludology vs. Narratology 
conflict. 

In answering Stern, Frasca grants Stern's complexity argument some credence and 
acknowledges their common membership in a community of friendship and scholar¬ 
ship—although he teases Stern about his narratological alliances. Yet he remains 
adamant that moral decision-making is still at issue. As Frasca writes, "I would never 
doubt about your intentions but I still think that you made a wrong choice. As a 
friend, my only comment to you is that 1 think that most of these people cannot be 
trusted and 1 recommend you to stay away from them. The safest choice, in my view, 
is to step aside. 

At this point, fellow blog editor Ian Bogost tries to serve as a mediator in the dispute 
by pointing out the interconnectedness of distributed digital media interests and the 
way that those networks might implicate Frasca himself. Furthermore, Bogost argues, 
"Among the more pacifist folks I know, one of the 'strategies' for dealing with the 
ethical issues DARPA and other military funding raise is to think of such research as 
subversive: they'll take the military funding and use the resulting research for initia¬ 
tives that undermine the military. I wish I had some examples to point to for the dis¬ 
cussion, can anyone suggest some?"“^ 

Bogost's rhetorical question remains unanswered on the Water Cooler Games 
comment page, but at this juncture Tactical Iraqi’s Vilhjalmsson himself chimes in. Fie 
explains his general rationale in terms of behavioral rewards, both for his labor as a 
game designer and for the work of the soldiers who play the game. 

Being a peace activist myself, I had to overcome a great deal of stigma before accepting technical 
lead on the project. But two things in particular made this easier: (1) When I met in person a 
group of soldiers that had just returned from duty in Iraq I was struck by their awareness of the 
mess they were in and their desperation to get out of there alive—and to them, being able to 
make friends not enemies was absolutely crucial for their own survival. It was this cry for help 
at a very personal level, not at the level of government, that touched me. The game rewards 
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non-violence over violence—in fact, you fail the game immediately if things start to take a violent 
turn. 1 got a certain kick out of removing all weapons from this Unreal Tournament mod. I was 
pleasantly surprised to see that the soldiers were not too annoyed by this, instead they really got 
into the groove of finding out how to say things tike 'pleasure to meet you.' I hadn't seen any¬ 
thing like it since 1 first saw a group of die-hard FPS [first-person-shooter] veterans huddled 
around The Sims playing doll house. In my mind, coming up with an engaging alternative to 
violent gaming is a challenge worth tackling. 

Vilhjalmsson's approach would seem to subvert conventional norms of violent video- 
game design. By using the "doll house" analogy to The Sims, he even seems to suggest 
that gender norms are being upended in the experience of participating in gameplay 
in Tactical Iraqi. 

Of course, many videogames still operate from the radical perspective of total 
Hobbesian skepticism and exploit kill-or-be-killed misanthropic assumptions. These 
games construct a virtual drama in which it is always better to engage in preemptive 
aggression if social actors lack reliable guarantees of mutual respect and cooperation. 
In the dominant culture of the United States, it could be argued, this logic is replicated 
in everything from reality television, based on the contestants' cutthroat strategies as 
"survivors," to presidential speeches about "preventative war." Nonetheless, the rise 
in cooperative games—massively multiplayer online role-playing games in particu¬ 
lar—has dramatized the benefits of the social contract and interdependence in online 
gaming and perhaps in digital experiences more generally. Combat may be equally 
bloodthirsty in many games, but players discover the obvious advantages of maintain¬ 
ing social bonds, fostering situations of trust, and bringing others in their cohort back 
to life in situations of duress. 

Games like Tactical Iraqi have the potential to connect the personal to the political 
and to integrate the actions of individuals engaged in particular speech acts with the 
rhetoric of the nation-states they represent. Such games could conceivably represent 
the forefront of an emergent social realism that Galloway argues is essential if video- 
games are to be recognized as a mature aesthetic form and as an ethical expression of 
artistic communication and mass instruction.'”^ The world of Tactical Iraqi is not a 
zero-sum game. The success of John Smith depends on his satisfying the social needs 
of others. In fact, his "health" in the game is measured by the attitudes of the other 
autonomous agents on the screen. Trust is both the precondition of play and the cur¬ 
rency of the game in mimetic and diegetic play. Ironically, different scenarios of trust 
played out not only for the virtual John Smith, but also for the real-life military 
players, who were asked by their superiors to engage in a particular form of digital 
experience and to risk failure in situations of rhetorical and interpretive vulnerability 
with which they were profoundly unfamiliar. 

Although constructing spaces—be they physical or virtual—that direct the move¬ 
ment of human users invariably manifests hegemonic strategies that constrain 
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individual subjects, the possibility of exploration through the "rhetoric of walking" 
also opens up possibilities for new scripts. For example, principal investigator Rizzo 
has described how patients experiencing Virtual Vietnam would mentally insert par¬ 
ticular human figures or other objects, such as a water buffalo, into the rice paddy VR 
simulation, and principal investigator Johnson has explained that the early resistance 
of learners to entry and further penetration of the virtual environment was overcome 
by creating opportunities for unconstrained, informal interacfions with the virtual 
characters and new training worlds designed to ease the user's transition to the virtual 
space. The creation of 3-D spaces in virtual environments not only allows for certain 
forms of tactical improvisation by users within the simulated space, but because of 
the intense media attention that these projects have received, it also includes the 
general public in this rhetoric of walking and introduces a broader audience to the 
complicated matrix of trust relationships that suggests the presence of sentient others 
in these virtual Iraqs. 

Language Games in Tactical Iraqi 

At one point in the game, if the player is successful in his or her interactions with a 
man at a sidewalk table, the man will hand the player his card. Yet, assuming this 
virtual card is written in Arabic, at no point in Tactical Iraqi does the player acquire 
the skill to read it. The act of reading, which is so central to many classic computer 
games, such as Mysf,“® is totally irrelevant in Tactical Iraqi, even though this Arabic 
language-learning program is ostensibly a literacy game.“^ Although the program 
website describes the approach of Tactical Iraqi as one fhat merely "deemphasizes 
written language," it may be more accurate to say that in the 2005 version of the game 
the program actively avoids any pedagogy aimed at secondary literacy goals. This is 
the case despite the fact that the imperceptibly smooth integration of reading and 
response in videogames has been characterized by literacy specialists like Gee as indica¬ 
tive of their dramatic value as a teaching tool. 

It could be argued that the focus of the program on face-to-face interactions and 
paralinguistic cues promotes primary literacy more effectively because the learner 
must participate in both receptive and productive modes (with the unintended con¬ 
sequence of sometimes inducing reluctance in some learners). Yet in a game that is 
about exploring a semiotic landscape and interpreting situated cues, it seems like a 
lost opportunity to ignore such a significant language realm as written discourse. 
Compared to giving characters complex culturally specific gestures, which require 
fine motor coordination in the 3-D game engine, a relatively trivial redesign could 
draw the player's attention to the way that the setting is already labeled for secondary 
literacy skills in a meaning-rich environment of building signs and printed 
ephemera. 
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To some extent, the soldiers who play Tactical Iraqi are being encouraged to "game" 
the language to reach the next level and ultimately the final goal of tactical success. 
But to achieve significant foreign language acquisition, it is also important to partici¬ 
pate in language games that may not have objectives or designated winners or losers. 
Wittgenstein claims that linguistic rule-learning originates in the simple language 
games of childhood, such as call-and-response memorization, the rhythmic naming 
of objecfs, and playground rhymes.““ The tofal number of language games Wittgen- 
sfein considers to be "countless,” because such games include an endless combination 
of verbal activities in a list encompassing asking, praying, speculating, reporting, 
thanking, joking, and translating, among many others. By building on Wittgenstein's 
work, Lyotard identifies several language games that are played by social actors: these 
include the denotative game (where the focus is on what is true or false), the prescrip¬ 
tive game (where the focus is on good and bad, just and unjust), and the technical 
game (where the focus is on what is efficient and inefficient).”' 

The game’s digital entity, representing a combination of the learning soldier and 
the prepackaged avatar John Smith, participates in a variety of language games. After 
his training in the childlike Skill Builder, John Smith must be able to affirm that he 
is from a particular nationality in the occupying forces and to deny that he is a 
member of the CIA. ffe must make choices about people, materials, and environments 
that demonstrate a capacity for the discriminations of just social conduct that are 
located in discourse. And finally, he must get the building built as efficiently as possible 
and direct the process of rebuilding, much as the "builder" does with his "assistant" 
in Wittgenstein's opening example of a simple language game around construction 
activity. 

Philosopher Jacques Derrida presents two seemingly contradictory statements about 
language acquisition in one of his lasf theorefical works: "1. We only ever speak one 
language" and "2. We never speak only one language."”^ For Derrida, the human 
subjects of language are both always and never bilingual. Regardless of the associated 
mother language of our apparent ethnicity or national origin, our phenomenological 
experience of discursive practices is simultaneously uniform and multiform. In ofher 
words, John Smith and the players who assume his identity in the game likely func¬ 
tion in a complex linguistic universe with multiple codes and conventions that seems 
relatively seamless to them in their experiences of it. It is not unreasonable to assume 
that specialized training and personal experience in the armed forces has made fhese 
soldiers familiar with many languages. Specific dialects might include otherwise arcane 
military jargon and technical acronyms, highly ritualized forms of salutation for those 
higher in the chain of command, and even scatological and misogynistic oral folklore 
from the base. Gee has gone so far as to argue that gameplay, like advanced profes¬ 
sional training, equips a learner with the specialized vocabulary of an expert language. 
By this logic, John Smith and the players who inhabit him experience the continuity 
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of their linguistic experiences. Expert or foreign language simply expands fhe number 
of correspondences of words fo things; it does not change the character of the experi¬ 
ence of percepfual or social realism. 

When Arabic speakers were asked to review the game for accuracy and authenticity, 
some expressed surprise at the naivete of the game's design. These critics argued that 
the local Arabic-speaking authorities to whom John Smith is directed would know 
some English and would, at the very least, be familiar with hybridized language strate¬ 
gies and engage in code-switching to maximize opportunities for communicative 
success. Although Iraq achieved independence from Great Britain in 1932, global 
forms of English still permeate many aspects of official and unofficial culfure. Further¬ 
more, "G.l." dialects, such as "G.l. Japanese," are important for facilitating linguistic 
play in military deployment situations. All around the world, much of fhe communi¬ 
cation that takes place between local people and military personnel reflects provisional 
language strategies like pidgin or simplified English, or creolized native languages. Yet 
the game is designed to reinforce formal and grammatically correct sentence construc¬ 
tions. What John Smith encounters in the game space is "pure" Arabic without English 
slang, loanwords, or code-switching substitutions. 

The Tactical Iraqi researchers explained that even the simplest hybridized linguistic 
interactions would strain the capabilities of the speech recognizer, whose technical 
requirements had already consumed a considerable portion of the program's budget 
and time on task by personnel during the project's history. At first, the Arabic speech 
recognition software even rejected many correct utterances. When the system was 
demonstrated to me in fall 2006, however, the game was excessively tolerant of lin¬ 
guistic mistakes, and thus 1 was told it would require more tinkering. The algorithm 
for scoring pronunciation had to be adjusted several times in the development process, 
even though the system was specially designed with A1 technology that aided the 
machine in recognizing the features of a learner's individual voice. In other words, 
before the learner could learn, the machine had to learn to recognize the idiosyncrasies 
in the speaker's personal speech patterns. 

At the very end of the game, on the last level. Sergeant John Smith, the successful 
language learner, is fo be celebrated as a village hero for his compefence in rebuilding 
fhe girl's school in the face of material and cultural obstacles that could have prevented 
achieving the mission's goal. If, as Gee and Johnson argue, games are in fact inherently 
pedagogical, language skills acquired in this game should be transferable to other 
contexts, like the context of real missions in real villages in Iraq. Educational media 
theorists like Gee argue that videogame skills require such complex interactions that 
they transfer relatively easily. Once a complicated protocol is learned for inflexible 
virtual agents, discursive practices can be applied in riskier situations in a more fun¬ 
gible real world. However, ofher researchers see this very complexity of game rules as 
a natural obstacle to the transference of skills for educational purposes, particularly 
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when distinct genres of gameplay evolve so rapidly and novelty is so highly prized by 
the gaming community. 

The data on Tactical Iraqi appear too limited to judge definitively. Early published 
results reflected information from tiny sample sizes, and it is obviously difficult to 
generalize from just a handful of learners about a project with so many curricular 
components and so many variables of learning. These variables include obedience to 
authority, group dynamics, the learner's status in the eyes of researchers, the learner's 
conceptions of self, and, especially, trust in the learning situation. 

The political issues around these virtual Iraqs continue to be contentious. For 
example, during a presentation about Tactical Iraqi to an international audience in 
Copenhagen, Denmark, 1 was accused by European game theorists of failing to be 
critical enough of the game's pro-American political ideology, despite having given a 
peer-reviewed paper that included an analysis of the game's shortcomings with which 
the Tactical Iraqi team was quite unhappy. As a rhetorician who studies new media, I 
expressed an irksome "hope that this military simulation, which is intended to fore¬ 
stall violence and armed conflict rather than prepare for it, will not be the last game 
in its genre" that I thought could be divorced from my U.S. citizenship. 

The closing lines of that paper suggested another way that the game could be read, 
one in which the public rhetoric of a military-funded videogame invites deliberative 
discourse as well. "Although I have expressed concerns about its technological and 
ideological hard wiring, I think that this program also stimulates critical discussion 
about how trust and self are constituted by digital experiences and how language is 
integrated into virtual environments of all kinds, even when conventions about rules 
and randomness in virtual spaces do not match up neatly with the principles govern¬ 
ing linguistic play."”^ 

Res Publica: Videogames and the Material Culture of Civic Life 

In his explorations of the visual culture of civic life, Bruno Latour means more by 
"making things public" than the common idiomatic meaning of the phrase might 
suggest. He is also interested in exploring the broader, more traditional notion of res 
publica and considering how "things public" are literally constructed for and received 
by political audiences. Using the language of software development, Latour character¬ 
izes a range of political and scientific representations, which are "representative" and 
"realistic" to varying degrees, as manifestations of what he calls "object-oriented 
democracy." For Latour, "democracy" can be seen in terms of its Greek etymology as 
a form of civic participation that is as much about division as it is about a unitary 
ethos. 

It may seem strange to think about government-funded videogames as being like 
civic murals, commemorative columns, or triumphal arches, but games like Tactical 
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Iraqi and simulations like Virtual Iraq can similarly serve as "things public." They also 
reveal conflicts and contradictions from which civilian voters and taxpayers are gener¬ 
ally shielded. 3-D environments created for videogames can encourage practices of 
study and debate about these concrete, albeit virtual, objects. Like other simulation 
environments created for the U.S. military, they may ultimately also become shared 
spaces that include visitors from the public. Latour is writing about obviously public 
spaces: 

Scientific laboratories, technical institutions, marketplaces, churches and temples, financial 
trading rooms, Internet forums, ecological disputes—without forgetting the very shape of the 
museum inside which we gather all those membra disjecta —are just some of the forums and agoras 
in which we speak, vote, decide, are decided upon, prove, are being convinced. Each has its own 
architecture, its own technology of speech, its complex set of procedures, its definition of freedom 
and domination, its ways of bringing together those who are concerned—and even more impor¬ 
tant, those who are not concerned—and what concerns them, its expedient way to obtain closure 
and come to a decision.^'*’ 

This deliberative function has even found a place in at least one military-funded Iraq 
game. The University of Southern California, which produces Tactical Iraqi and Virtual 
Iraq, is also developing the Enhanced Learning Environment with Creative Technol¬ 
ogy, or ELECTBiLAT, to help soldiers improve their skills at bilateral negotiations with 
the Iraqi population. The premise of the game can be explained as follows: 

Imagine you are a soldier assigned to rebuilding efforts in an Iraqi town or you're an officer 
tasked with keeping the peace in an unstable city. Earning the trust and respect of the citizens 
you are trying to help is of the utmost importance. Should you bring a gift to your meeting? 
Should you shake hands? Does the person with the highest title actually hold any power, and 
how do you find out? Cultural sensitivity and situational understanding are among the necessary 
tools in your arsenal.”^ 

The question, of course, is, are videogames the best tools for teaching the principles 
of participation in dialogue or modeling deliberative give-and-take processes? Although 
recent research by Ren Reynolds and others looks at collaborative play and collective 
rule-making in massively multiplayer online environments, it's difficult to break creat¬ 
ing democratic institutions into a series of unit operations. 

To their credit, both Tactical Iraqi and Virtual Iraq open a door to traditional private 
spaces to the larger public and allow outsiders to see inside the classroom or clinic. 
As Michel Foucault has argued, regulation by professional disciplines polices vision 
and only permits certain authorized specialists to see into otherwise privileged spaces 
and realms of the body and psyche.Videogames and simulations make these sites 
of linguistic conflict and psychic trauma visible to those outside the educational or 
medical establishments. Indeed, principal investigator Rizzo has argued that his work 
on Virtual Iraq can be read as a form of political resistance, as it makes the hidden 
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costs of warfare visible to the public. He even attributes the interest of fhe foreign 
press in his project to this subversive aspect of the program. 

As public renderings, these virtual Iraqi vistas and labyrinths are not copies or exact 
replicas of public and private spaces in the real world. Although the architecture and 
topography of the virtual world exploits the surface realism of the Unreal Tournament 
2003 game engine, Tactical Iraqi does not attempt to recreate actual locations in Iraq 
in its 3-D environment. Despite the fact that game designers worked from photographs 
of remote locations in the Middle East, the experience of virtual tourism is constrained. 
In other words, Tactical Iraqi does not attempt to recreate specific buildings or land¬ 
marks, unlike the simulated doubling of public spaces from foreign countries in games 
like Tony Hawk's Underground 2. 

To maximize relevance for mission transference, it was apparently necessary for the 
Tactical Iraqi designers to create a sufficiently generic Iraqi playscape to prepare soldiers 
who could be deployed anywhere in the country. Elements of an earlier game set in 
Lebanon, Mission to Arabic, were also part of the design history of Tactical Iraqi, so thaf 
fhe game may unintentionally further a digital experience of postmodern cultural 
pastiche. Moreover, researchers plan to apply the Tactical Iraqi game to other contexts 
in the Middle East and even intend to offer instrucfional modules in other languages, 
such as Pashto, which would be designed for service in Afghanistan, where the natural 
ecology and man-made space are very different from Iraq. Software developers in 
Virtual Iraq similarly avoided mimetic realism and sought to create generic rather than 
specific landscapes to heal their client's wounded psyches. In other words, despite 
being in control of a mulfisensory barrage of hyperreal stimuli, the ideal therapist still 
wants there to be some neutral canvas on which the patient can recreate details from 
his or her memories of fhe seminal crippling fraumafic event. 

The virtual objects, social puppets, built environment, physical terrain, and percep¬ 
tual spaces of fhis compufer-generated Iraq can take the user into the realm of public 
matters while also exploring the private spaces associated with the user's own memo¬ 
ries: intimate spaces of privafe living and fraumatic spaces of violenf combaf. By 
making these intimate, humanizing spaces of private life visible in Iraq, particularly in 
the fourth scene in Jasim's house, the members of the general public who are likely to 
admire the impressive government-developed technology might at the same time see 
a kind of virtual home worth preserving rather than treat this local political leader's 
residence as something to be exploded in traditional shooter play. In other words, 
creating political spectacles can have positive as well as negative implications. If 
government-funded videogames and virtual reality simulations serve as forms of public 
display, as critics we need to grapple with how best to interrogate that visibility 
and understand the potential for rhetorical exchanges, although we may well have to 
wait for political spectacles that are more sophisticated than the current military 
offerings. 


4 The War from the Web: An Atlas of Conflict, Government, and 
Citizenship 


A few months after the terrorist attacks on New York City and Washington, D.C., the 
large-scale art piece "Listening Post" was installed at the Brooklyn Academy of Music. 
Created by statistician Mark Hansen and multimedia artist Ben Rubin, the first "Listen¬ 
ing Post" consisted of over two hundred screens channeling words from almost-live 
feeds pulled from thousands of Internet chat rooms, registering activity (predomi¬ 
nantly in English) in the flotsam and jetsam of cyberspace. The glowing patchwork 
of words and phrases displayed as undulating text, and periodically visitors heard a 
symphony (or cacophony) of synthesized voices reading the screens aloud. Viewers 
described the Hansen/Rubin installation, when it appeared at the Whitney, as like 
"seeing the Internet from space.After it opened at the Skirball Cultural Center in 
Los Angeles, Hansen characterized this blinking, chanting machine as a representation 
of "spaces for public discourse" from a "virtual crowd," specifically—using the theories 
of the composer Xenakis—a "political crowd." Hansen and Rubin also said that they 
used algorithmic compositions to organize the chat into "scenes" to "allow the data 
to speak intelligibly" and to "zoom in" and "zoom out" on specific news events and 
syntactical constructs of grammatical agency, like "movements" organized around the 
phrases "I am" or "I like."^ 

Because of the unique timing of its post-9/11 premiere, "Listening Post" also showed 
the polyvocal character of Internet discourses about political and religious extremism, 
nationalism and globalization, and human agency in the face of terror. There were 
literally thousands of points of view about the attacks of September 11 and the sub¬ 
sequent "War on Terror" on display—these shifted constantly among the electronic 
ephemera about a multitude of other quotidian subjects culled from online communi¬ 
ties. These staccato sound bites could only begin to mourn, announce, explain, blame, 
lecture, hector, and apologize before being replaced by other fragments from the 
Internet. 

Official rhetoric on the Internet about September 11 and its reception history simi¬ 
larly shows how the public face of e-government can be more protean than its boosters 
would like to believe, simply because there are many different incarnations of state 
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authority visible from the vantage point of any individual user's computer screen. A 
partial survey of websites from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the White House, 
the State Department, the Department of Defense, and the U.S. Central Command 
in the weeks and months following September 11 suggests that official idealism about 
the promise of a user-friendly, authoritative, and direct digital democracy cannot 
account for the many mixed messages—particularly those concerning ideologies of 
race, class, gender, and national identity—that those same federal government web¬ 
sites in aggregate convey. 

This is not to say that the democratic possibilities of the Internet are not appealing, 
particularly if a crowded, open marketplace of ideas serves as an attractive metaphor 
for the site of public rhetoric. In 1995, Lawrence Grossman waxed enthusiastic about 
these potentals in The Electronic Republic, in which he foresaw a future in which new 
communications technologies and distributed networks would enable direct democ¬ 
racy to supplant an eroded representative democracy that was already in decline from 
the effects of voter referendums, sophisticated public opinion polling, and other 
manifestations of populism on the rise.^ Many e-government enthusiasts heartily 
agreed with Grossman and predicted that civic life would soon return to a golden era 
not seen since the ancient Greek city-states. 

Others have not been so certain that democratic institutions necessarily benefit from 
new technology. Long before the publication of The Electronic Republic, Abramson, 
Arterton, and Orren's The Electronic Commonwealth expressed concerns that the removal 
of barriers of time and space by modern media could subvert both the quantity and 
quality of public deliberation.In the post-September 11 era, Bruce Bimber analyzed 
data suggesting that political participation has not been significantly affected by Inter¬ 
net access.^ Specifically, he asserted that little voter mobilization could be directly 
attributed to the Internet. Bimber worried that, like television, the Internet encouraged 
passive consumption of political culture. As an opposing case of a noticeably trans¬ 
formative information revolution in American politics, he pointed to how nineteenth- 
century penny newspapers solidified party allegiances, encouraged the exercise of 
opinion in the context of urban communities, and led to higher percentages of voter 
turnout among eligible citizens. 

Even those who believe in the transformative potential of technology raise alarms 
about its unintended consequences on political life. Siva Vaidhyanathan alerted his 
readers that democracy is being "hacked" by agents for diametrically opposed oligar¬ 
chic and anarchic interests, so that promising new technology could conceivably 
weaken political society further as government in the public interest devolves into 
mutually exclusive hierarchical or peer-to-peer organizations.*’ From the perspective 
of identifying the oligarchic threat, Richard Davis had previously warned that forms 
of centralized power from the era of corporate broadcasting merely colonize new 
technologies.^ From the viewpoint of vigilance for emergent anarchy, Anthony G. 
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Wilhelm cautioned that distributed networks could accelerate the fragmentation of 
civic life and fhe loss of a common public sphere.® 

Perhaps fhe most systematic attack on e-government boosterism has come from 
Darin Barney, who has argued in Prometheus Wired thaf although "network technology 
is widely believed to be the medium through which a democratic revolution is being, 
or will be, enacted," "this belief cannot be sustained on economic, ontological, or 
political grounds."^ Barney cites the fact that the word "cybernetics" and the word 
"government" have a common etymological root, the Greek kubernetes or "steersman," 
and then flatly states that the similarities between the two terms end there. Barney 
argues that "liberalism" has been confused with "democracy" by e-government advo¬ 
cates and that the potentially negative effects of technology on political societies have 
been prematurely discounted.'” 

With the advent of blogs, social network sites, and smart mobs that use mobile 
communication technology, the political sites of popular engagement have become 
very different from fhe centralized models initially imagined by government planners. 
Geert Lovink has argued that this digital culture shaped by a post-September 11 politi¬ 
cal climate manifests a distinctively "nihilist impulse" in its social media production." 
With a much more optimistic vision of Web 2.0 fhan Lovink presents, Henry Jenkins 
has claimed that even seemingly parasitic fan cultures can serve as a model for how 
fhe collecfive infelligence of a burgeoning transmedia society can express potent 
preferences and set norms that redirect the procedures of governance.'^ Furthermore, 
as distributed media becomes more distributed with mobile devices, Howard 
Rheingold claims that ubiquitous computing subverts the possibility of a single, sur- 
veiling panopficon, and thaf forms of emergence he calls "cooperafion amplifiers" will 
inevifably frusfrate antidemocratic "computerized reputation systems."'® 

Unlike these relatively complex political ecosystems at issue for e-governmenf 
advocafes and crifics, federal websifes seem like comparafively fwo-dimensional, flat- 
fened-out expressions of what Jane Fountain has called the "virtual state," the system- 
ization of post-Weberian bureaucracy in cyberspace, organized predominantly around 
the maintenance of "files."''* Adoption of parficular informafion technologies by gov¬ 
ernment agencies. Fountain argues, has so far been limited to plug-and-play functions. 
Thus, she claims, "whenever possible, decisionmakers have used information technol¬ 
ogy in ways, however innovative, that leave deeper structures and processes—such as 
authority relations, political relations, and oversight processes—undisturbed."'® Foun¬ 
tain's prehistory of fhe development of governmenf websifes focuses on evenfs related 
to the National Performance Review (NPR), an agency founded in 1993 under the 
Clinton administration, and the NPR's associated rhetorical tropes of "reinventing 
government" during the Web 1.0 era. She describes how government websites were 
initially designed for corporate entities seeking access to information about regulatory 
strictures in the form of a searchable dafabase, and only later were these prototype 
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sites reengineered to serve a broader demographic of citizens who wanted online 
forms, electronic payment options, and digital access to records and services. 

The user's experience of government websites is largely defined by the screen's visual 
interface. Unlike more immersive virtual reality experiences, government websites are 
delineated by the presentation of an ffTML webpage (or successive layers of multiple 
computer windows framing discrete webpages) on a desktop screen.As Lev Manovich 
notes, despite the promise of elaborate futuristic scenarios with 3-D graphics, wearable 
computers, and immersive multisensory environments, "the screen is rapidly becom¬ 
ing the main means of accessing any kind of information."'^ For Manovich, we are 
becoming a "society of the screen," which is often unconscious of its ideological 
ramifications. Manovich argues that the screen is not "a neutral medium of presenting 
information," because it is "aggressive" in that it "functions to filter, to screen out, to 
take over, rendering nonexistent whatever is outside its frame."'® He traces two differ¬ 
ent genealogies for the computer screen in The Language of New Media: the silver screen 
of cinema and the radar screen and its associated metaphors of surveillance. 

Since September 11, government websites have become an increasingly important 
and explicitly rhetorical window on public agencies for many Americans. A Pew 
study on Internet use conducted in the month immediately following the September 
11 attacks, "The Commons of the Tragedy," concluded that not only were more 
Americans getting their news online as they switched to "on alert" status, but govern¬ 
ment websites were also getting dramatically higher numbers of unique visits, as 
anxious citizens sought official information from remote agencies of authority.'^ The 
numbers are compelling: the report claims that thirteen times as many people visited 
the FBI website and four times as many visitors clicked their way to the official site of 
the White House.The report denies that September 11 was a "breakthrough moment" 
for the Internet, however, because television and the telephone were still the primary 
vehicles for news across all demographic sectors, even among heavy Internet users. 
Yet these heavy traffic patterns of surfing to authoritative sites in Washington, D.C., 
continued, and many new sites and webpages were created by government entities as 
the showdown with Afghanistan began. Furthermore, between August and October, 
the White House website had undergone a major transition in the appearance of its 
home page, which had gone from a list of news links organized by date, in which 
material for children was prominently featured, in a design that was very similar to 
the Clinton-era website, to a more comprehensive media portal that was noticeably 
branded with distinctive images of the flag and the White House portico.^' 

From my own study of government websites since the September 11 attacks, I take 
issue with Mark Boardman's thesis in The Language of Websites that the "real publish¬ 
ing revolution" is only taking place in personal sites because institutional pages are 
still harnessed to print culture and the monolithic forces of authorized hegemony.^^ 
In contrast, I argue that institutional websites are more than mere extensions of a 
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single public relations apparatus: they can present controversial speeches, damaging 
reports, public apologies, declassified documents, and even certain compliance statis¬ 
tics mandated by law. One can find everything from the poetry of Bertolt Brecht to 
A1 Jazeera transcripts on websites from the federal government. Official federal web¬ 
sites show the heterogeneity of institutional rhetoric at the highest levels. 

The Desktop President 

In the winter of 2002, like several of my colleagues in the University of California, 1 
taught a seminar about the terrorist attacks on the Pentagon and the World Trade 
Center, which had taken place only a few months earlier. There were actually four 
different seminars about the rhetoric of the September 11 and the subsequent War on 
Terror on my campus that quarter, but mine was the only one to focus explicitly on 
web-based delivery systems, networked communication, and hypertext. My aim was 
to teach students to analyze the rhetoric of public figures and agencies and to locate 
primary sources on the World Wide Web. 1 assumed that these specific skills would 
best help them understand the events of the particular historical moment, and 1 also 
intended to provide a basic interpretive framework that could be applicable to other 
news stories and give them a background in classical rhetoric and information literacy 
that could be useful elsewhere in undergraduate coursework. All the materials for the 
course were available online from a hypertext syllabus. The university provided a 
technologically enhanced classroom in which we could look at webpages from the 
Internet projected on a screen and discuss them as a group. Students used a class 
electronic discussion list to send URLs of relevant websites to each other, and then 
the sites were analyzed by students online and in class. Undergraduates were graded 
on the electronic discourse that they produced in response to class discussion and 
several produced websites of their own. This class experiment, in turn, was featured 
in Kairos, a web-based journal about rhetoric and composition, in a hypertext 1 wrote 
about "Teaching, Terrorism, and Technology."^^ 

1 was initially amazed by the extreme precision of my students' memories when 1 
taught a unit on presidential speeches from the period. Four months later, these 
undergraduates seemed to remember each vocal inflection, nuance of tone, stammer, 
hesitation over a word, and emotive pause in the speeches of George W. Bush. Unlike 
my students, 1 could not remember the exact delivery or use of specific oratorical 
flourishes from past newscasts of the president's speeches. However, it seemed as if 
the chief executive's performance still resonated with my class months later. As we 
studied what had seemed to me to be lifeless scripts from the official White House 
website, they commented on both throat-catching and throat-clearing moments as 
though the discrete experiences of hearing them on television or the radio were still 
vivid. The mystery was solved when my web-sawy class pointed out that 1 could easily 
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click "Listen to the President's Remarks" or "View the President's Remarks" on the 
White House website by activating the silhouette of a speaker or television screen. 
Thus my students had no need for long-term recall of specific features of oratory that 
were instantaneously available for playback. In Plato's terms, the device for reminder 
was easily accessible, and so fhey had no need for aural, cultural memory. The multi- 
media organization of the White House webpage also meant that my students could 
judge the text of the speeches alongside the visual and auditory performance by the 
president at his desk or podium. 

The relationship between classical rhetoric and contemporary political oratory is 
complex, particularly when it is filtered through the webcast format, in which the 
speaker competes on the desktop with other electronic ephemera. Even in this inti¬ 
mate single-user setting, the ethos associated specifically with presidential oratory 
represents a negotiation between multiple personae and audiences. As the chief execu¬ 
tive of the United States, the president must claim the "1" position as a speaker of 
individual acfion and yet he must also represent America as a collective of cifizens 
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Figure 4.1 

White House website with September 11 speech. 
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and testify from the perspective of the common "we," as the first speech 
demonstrated: 

Today, our nation saw evil, the very worst of human nature. And we responded with the best of 
America—with the daring of our rescue workers, with the caring for strangers and neighbors who 
came to give blood and help in any way they could. Immediately following the first attack, I 
implemented our government's emergency response plans. Our military is powerful, and it's 
prepared. Our emergency teams are working in New York City and Washington, D.C., to help 
with local rescue efforts.^^ 

Like other broadcasts from fhe Oval Office, fhe viewer can see the top of the Resolute 
desk in front of the president, made from the timbers of the HMS Resolute, and 
the president's flag behind him. Unlike footage from a conventional television 
broadcast, the camera for fhe first September 11 webcast is slightly off-center, and 
the frame frequently shifts. Compared to slick network coverage, this White House 
presentation has an incongruously off-market character, despite its obvious official 
sanction. 

As either live event or virtual replay, presidential rhetoric must draw on the natural 
speech idiom, but it must do so in a form that demands elevated oratory, what speech- 
writers call "laying marble.” Although former President Bush had cultivated a home- 
spun Texas image, in a speech delivered September 20 before Congress he employs a 
topos straight out of ancient rhetoric of the classical period in which an orator raises 
the shield of the fallen hero and remembers him to the crowd by name. "And 1 will 
carry this: It is the police shield of a man named George Howard, who died at the 
World Trade Center trying to save others. It was given to me by his mom, Arlene, as 
a proud memorial to her son. This is my reminder of lives that ended, and a task that 
does not end."“ 

The speechwriting team—and the former president himself—revised fhe texts of 
speeches from the week of September 11 many times with an eye to the larger lin¬ 
guistic history of presidential rhetoric.The first presidential speech delivered after 
September 11 opens with several sentences marked by asyndeton, the omission of 
conjunctions for dramatic effect. The speech jars the reader with a barrage of uncoor- 
dinafed ideas and images: "Good evening. Today, our fellow citizens, our way of life, 
our very freedom came under attack in a series of deliberate and deadly terrorist acts. 
The victims were in airplanes, or in their offices; secretaries, businessmen and women, 
military and federal workers; moms and dads, friends and neighbors. Thousands of 
lives were suddenly ended by evil, despicable acts of terror."^® Later speeches use poly¬ 
syndeton, or the conscious use of conjunctions, to elongate sentence rhythms and 
create stately rhetoric appropriate to national mourning: "Grief and tragedy and 
hatred are only for a time. Goodness, remembrance, and love have no end. And the 
Lord of life holds all who die, and all who mourn. 
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Figure 4.2 

White House website with oratorical display. 

Although they are preserved years later and playable on a computer anywhere, the 
speeches have a strong temporal and spatial orientation. Speeches of September 11 
and 17 begin with "Today." By the second sentence, the speeches in the National 
Cathedral and before Congress also have oriented themselves in time: "today" and 
"tonight" respectively. This sense of rhetorical occasion, what the Greeks called kairos, 
has a particular role in presidential oratory that is aimed at times of disaster.^” Accord¬ 
ing to the New York Times, elements of highly situated oratory from World War 11 
statesmen like Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Winston Churchill played a role in the 
composition of the September speeches.^' The place is also important: the Oval Office, 
the South Lawn, the National Cathedral, the chambers of Congress. Each location 
orients the president's rhetoric for his webcast presentation either with or without 
audience reaction. 

Students with access to both the "script" and the "performance" available on the 
website viewed the process of composition and rehearsal as integral to the delivery 
of presidential oratory. With both text and video available, they noticed that the 
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president may have mischosen a preposition in his first speech with his "daring/ 
caring" parallelism at the moment of performance, since the "caring of strangers and 
neighbors" made more grammatical sense to them than the "caring for strangers and 
neighbors." They also noticed a hitch in the opening of his speech at the National 
Cathedral, as he paused against his speech rhythms, seemingly to find his place in the 
text. 

To use the terminology of Aristotle's Rhetoric, which the students learned in the 
course of the seminar, the projected character or ethos of a successful website president 
both supports and subverts the integrity of the speaking self as the center of discourse. 
In his speech of September 20, the president announces his oratory as simultaneously 
exceptional and superfluous: "In the normal course of events, presidents come to this 
chamber to report on the state of the Union. Tonight, no such report is needed. It has 
already been delivered by the American people.Viewed from the desktop, the per¬ 
spective of the American people, who are assumed to be creating public oratory, see 
a president who is as intimately close as a YouTube confidante or as distant as a public 
figure seen on a video clip from an online news source. 

Presidential rhetoric about September 11 on the whitehouse.gov website also dis¬ 
plays certain assumptions about the sympathies of the audience at home for different 
classes of economic actors. In his speech on the night of the attack, the president said, 
"The victims were in airplanes, or in their offices; secretaries, businessmen and women, 
military and federal workers; moms and dads, friends and neighbors. Although 
George W. Bush lists "secretaries" before "businessmen and women" and places them 
in a parallel structure, the social taxonomy that provides his rhetorical context makes 
clear that these are mutually exclusive groups that demarcate social class. On Septem¬ 
ber 16 the president announced that "tomorrow the good people of America go back 
to their shops, their fields, American factories, and go back to work." Thus, although 
the actual victims of the attacks on the World Trade Center were associated with 
transnational postindustrial capitalism. President Bush draws on images of an earlier 
economic era by calling Americans back to "shops," "fields," and "factories.The 
firefighters and police officers who died in the disaster were generally portrayed as 
classless by virtue of the uniforms they wore.^^ 

In the years after September 11, these official video documents of presidential 
speeches on the Whitehouse.gov site have also fostered debate about whether or not 
they are the fixed historical artifacts that most viewers would assume them to be. After 
the 2003 invasion of Iraq, President George W. Bush was filmed giving a speech 
onboard a military vessel in which a banner reading "Mission Accomplished" was 
visible overhead. In 2006, as the war in Iraq was losing public confidence, video 
bloggers argued about whether or not video clips hosted on the official presidential 
site had been cropped to remove the embarrassing banner.^'’ Some compared the 
seemingly altered footage to Soviet-style revisions of visual history, while others 
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complained that the office of fhe execufive had been unfairly tarnished by the allega¬ 
tions and that use of a CNN news feed was to blame for fhe suspicious-looking 
awkward framing. 

The Hijacking Letter on the FBi Website 

it is ironic that some of my own interest in the high-tech rhetoric of September 11 
began with a crudely copied handwritten letter on four pages of lined notebook 
paper. Like other Americans described in the Pew Report, 1 was "on alert" and a regular 
visitor to sites for online news and websites from government agencies. Two weeks 
after the 2001 airplane attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, the offi¬ 
cial website for the Federal Bureau of Investigation announced that an incriminating 
letter had been discovered in three places: the luggage of alleged pilot and chief plotter 
Mohammed Atta, a car rented by some of the suspects found parked at Dulles airport, 
and the wreckage of the hijacked plane that crashed in a Pennsylvania field after its 
passengers resisted their onboard captors in midair. 

The author of the letter was anonymous, although some handwriting analysts sub¬ 
sequently claimed that its lack of punctuation suggested that it had been dictated to 
another person and that its Arabic characters were likely produced by a female scribe, 
perhaps one with limited education.According to a translation published in the 
New York Times, the "hijacking letter" is also full of positive affirmations. Its intended 
reader is instructed to be "patient," "optimistic," "happy," "calm," "assured," and 
"confident." The letter advises its readers to embrace passivity, obedience, love and 
charity toward their "brothers" in the mission, to avoid revenge as a motive for action, 
and to deny aggressive self-interest. The writer often uses the language of nonviolence 
in the context of particular instructions for violence: "If you slaughter, do not cause 
the discomfort of fhose you are killing, because this is one of the practices of the 
prophet, peace be upon him."^® 

Official U.S. rhetoric often obliquely criticizes cultures within the Islamic world by 
focusing on issues of literacy.^^ There is some latenf pseudo-Plafonism in many of these 
implied critiques, since cultural forms of textual practices related to rote memorization 
of fhe Qur'an are subfly disparaged in comparison to literacy practices in the United 
States.Plato's dialogue Phaedrus, which focuses on the limitations of wrifing as a 
technological innovation, describes written text as a mere mnemonic tool that relies 
on external marks to create a lifeless facsimile of living speech. Plato asserts that such 
writing serves as a device not for memory buf for "reminder" and fhus encourages 
forgeffing rather than remembrance.^^ In my reading of the hijacking letter, 1 found 
Plafo’s characferizafion of written text as a recipe for reminder came almost immedi¬ 
ately to mind, because the letter is largely a list of instrucfions and reminders in order 
fo implement an inventory of preparatory tasks. In the translation of fhe letter that 
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Figure 4.3 

FBI website with announcement of the "Hijacking Letter." 

appeared in the New York Times, the hijackers were explicitly instructed to "remember" 
nineteen separate times and to "remind" themselves four additional times. 

The letter also conspicuously lacks many features of style associated with the gran¬ 
diloquence of public oratory. It does not participate in discourses about just warfare 
or jihad aimed at a global audience.Instead, it provides inspirational scriptures for 
an individual facing death, as well as a numerically superior enemy, with phrases like 
"a large band have won over a small band" and "Satan scares his followers" and "Do 
not think that those who died for the sake of God are dead."^^ It invites the reader to 
consider theological questions but only in the context of private subjectivity. The letter 
asks, "Did you think you could go to heaven before God knows whom amongst you 
have fought for Him and are patient? . . . Did you think that He created you for no 
reason?"^^ 

The logic of the hijackers' letter initially puzzled many Americans. The media 
widely labeled it a "suicide letter," although the emphasis of the text was clearly 
focused on martyrdom rather than suicide. Within days of fhe attacks, however, public 
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intellectuals were producing essays—many of which were disseminated online—that 
questioned American unwillingness to engage in similar discourses about sacrifice. As 
Slavoj Zizek wrote: "Witness the surprise of the average American: 'How is it possible 
that these people display and practice such a disregard for their own lives?' Is the 
obverse of this surprise not the rather sad fact that we, in the First World countries, 
find it more and more difficult even to imagine a public or universal cause for which 
one would be ready to sacrifice one's life?'"*^ Writing in the Washington Post, Salman 
Rushdie went so far as to suggest an entire inventory of possible causes worth dying 
for: 

The fundamentalist seeks to bring down a great deal more than buildings. Such people are 
against, to offer just a brief list, freedom of speech, a multi-party political system, universal adult 
suffrage, accountable government, Jews, homosexuals, women's rights, pluralism, secularism, 
short skirts, dancing, beardlessness, evolution theory, sex.. . What will we risk our lives to 
defend? Can we unanimously concur that all the items in the above list—yes, even the short 
skirts and dancing—are worth dying for?'*'’ 

What Stanley Fish has described as a "strange trio" of public pundits—Bill Maher, 
Dinesh D'Souza, and Susan Sontag—all faced widespread condemnation for arguing 
that the hijackers were hardly "cowardly," as they had been presented in the main¬ 
stream media.Rushdie, asserting the ethos of a fellow "New Yorker" rather than 
former fatwa target in his opinion piece, similarly suggests that it is "we" Americans 
who are the cowardly ones. 

In contrast to Rushdie's call for "unanimous" consensus from an open democratic 
forum that will answer his rhetorical questions with its public voice, the hijacking 
letter continues to be a private document, even after publication of the official 9/11 
Commission Report seemed to explain the terrorists' other recruitment techniques 
and hijacking procedures.^® Information about the letter's authorship and the closed 
cultural context of the terrorist cell in which it was produced remains sketchy. Long 
after its initial discovery, questions have been raised about precisely when all the 
September 11 terrorists were even aware that they would not personally survive the 
mission.Thus this particular set of instructions in the hijacking letter may have had 
an even more select audience in a cell within the cell. 

Nonetheless, this letter can be read in the context of many other public documents 
that were available on the Internet during the same period: speeches, transcripts of 
press conferences, official leaflets, video presentations, photo essays, and brochures. 
Although many of these documents were not born digital, as objects of discourse they 
became accessible to large numbers of U.S. citizens and foreign nationals via official 
sites on the World Wide Web. Many of these documents were not intended for the 
eyes of U.S. audiences. For example, the leaflets dropped on Afghanistan were never¬ 
theless available on the Centcom website. In some cases, print copies of documents 
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were actually barred from distribution in the United States, since State Department 
products intended for foreign audiences are explicitly contraband under the Smith- 
Mundt Act of 1948.^° In this ironic inversion of the current copyright wars,^^ autho¬ 
rized print was actually forbidden and virtual replication was facilitated by federal laws 
that were enforced within the borders of the United States. 

"Defeating Terror, Defending Freedom" and a Transcript of Charlotte Beers from 
the State Department Website Aimed at Audiences Abroad 

Near the end of the course, my students watched "Defeating Terror, Defending 
Freedom," a short film in Flash and Quicktime formats that was posted on the Inter¬ 
national Information Programs website for the U.S. Department of State. In the visual 
narrative, which moved quickly over key events, tension seemed to build, climax, and 
be resolved. The sequence moved from attacks abroad to attacks at home to interna¬ 
tional reaction to the history of the conspiracy and the case against Bin Laden to 
diplomatic coalition building to the beginning of the bombing campaign, and finally 
to a photograph of clasped hands of many colors. Students observed that the film 
used appeals to pathos with great success. The film's dramatic music crescendoed at 
key moments. Slides and text emphasized the colors red, black, and white. Scenes cut 
rapidly back and forth between images of the physical destruction of civilian and 
military edifices and corresponding scenes of victimization: emergency personnel 
treating injured people or funerals for fallen comrades. Short excerpts from speeches 
by George W. Bush and Tony Blair punctuated the action. What is extraordinary about 
the depiction of the enemy in "Defeating Terror, Defending Freedom" is his absence. 
The crimes depicted are all committed by a largely unseen and faceless opponent—an 
absolute Other—who serves as a cipher in the film's narrative. 

The film had been introduced to the public by Undersecretary of State for Public 
Diplomacy and Public Affairs Charlotte Beers at a press conference two months after 
the attacks. It represents part of a concerted campaign toward what has become known 
as the "new public diplomacy," in which techniques specifically derived from contem¬ 
porary advertising and marketing industrial models are to be used in what is assumed 
to be the public interest.Along with social marketing, risk communication, and 
institutional branding, public diplomacy represents a new form of twenty-first century 
public rhetoric, which is often conveyed via new digital media. The transcript of the 
press conference, which was available online at the State Department website (figure 
4.4), announces the launch of a new publicity campaign. Beers explains one form of 
this new public diplomacy pitch, which will be disseminated through the Internet: 
"We also have a sort of a musical version of what has happened here, not that it's a 
subject worth music. It's just that you need to use pictures and music and tone."^^ 
Beers presents what is literally a "melodrama" in the sense of a theatrical presentation 
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Figure 4.4 

Press conference with Charlotte Beers on the State Department website. 

with music that exploits temporal disjunctions of asynchrony (in which it is too late 
to foil the previous plans of the terrorists) to effect maximum emotional impact on 
an empathetic audience.^'* 

The students in my seminar responded very cynically to the melodramatic aspects 
of "Defeating Terror, Defending Freedom." They immediately noticed that A1 Qaeda 
targets were always shown with rubble and bloodied victims, but U.S. military opera¬ 
tions in Afghanistan were symbolized by a sanitized single flare in the night sky. They 
also observed a possibly strategic emphasis on portraying victims of color in the pre¬ 
sentation of attacks abroad. For example, the attack on the USS Cole is represented in 
the film by a close-up of the tear-stained face of an African-American boy who is shown 
over the triangle of a folded American flag. 

The visual rhetoric of "Defeating Terror, Defending Freedom" provides yet another 
representation of an asymmetrical binary (with an obviously superior "Freedom" 
pitted against "Terror") invoking Samuel Huntington's paradigm of a post-Cold War 
"Clash of Civilizations." Despite its title, Huntington's 1993 article in Foreign Affairs 
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makes clear that the "civilization" of the Islamic world is at best inferior and at worst 
a threat to institutions of the developed world. Indirect references to Huntington's 
"clash" frequently appear in contemporaneous presidential speeches and statements 
as well. For example, in his speech of September 20, the president announces the terms 
of the contest: "This is the world's fight. This is civilization's fight. This is the fight of 
all who believe in progress and pluralism, tolerance and freedom. In the same 
speech, the larger audience that the president addresses via television is instructed to 
choose between sides that have been presented as polar opposites: "Every nation, in 
every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are with us, or you are with the 
terrorists."^'’ The appeal of structuring an argument logically along lines of mutual 
exclusivity by orientation to "civilized" or "barbarian" ideology creates instant audi¬ 
ence identification and a simple trajectory of analogical and causal reasoning. The 
terms "civilized" or "civilization" were also part of the general lexicon of the executive 
branch: according to the White House website, the word "civilization" appears 183 
times in presidential and vice presidential speeches from the period.^^ For example, 
on September 15 the president said "I think every civilized nation in the world rec¬ 
ognizes that this was an assault not just against the United States, but against 
civilization."^® 

In those same remarks, the president contends that a "group of barbarians" has 
declared war on the United States. The following day the president made his now 
famous gaffe in which he declared: "We haven't seen this kind of barbarism in a long 
period of time.. . . This crusade [author's emphasis], this war on terrorism is going to 
take a while. Of course, in the era of rapid communication, Osama bin Laden 
immediately seized on this rhetorical pratfall as an apparent admission of an East/West 
divide and repeated the words "crusade" or "crusader" as representative of official U.S. 
ideology in videotaped statements broadcast on A1 Jazeera for months afterwards.'’® As 
a frequent user of video technologies that were first distributed through exchanges of 
material objects across a network of sympathizers, bin Laden carefully managed a 
rhetorical persona that both explicated and parodied this East/West dichotomy.'*' In 
contrast, Edward Said saw, latent in the government's "clash of civilizations" ideology, 
a more complicated form of Orientalism that revives linguistic artifacts of mutual 
cultural suspicion from a now-defunct Cold War.'’^ 

Not all government entities present statements on the World Wide Web that assume 
that there exists a fundamental divide in the global audience between competing and 
mutually exclusive ideologies. Although Charlotte Beers of the State Department 
oversaw the production of "Defeating Terror, Defending Freedom" and was responsible 
for its bifurcated worldview, she also addressed the world audience as a unified whole 
in her public statements. In the news conference in which she provides the overview 
of her new U.S. public relations effort, she assumes certain universals in rhetorical 
appeal. Much of her discourse seems to be based on truisms of market research and 
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audience analysis by the advertising industry and the associated premises about the 
predictability of the global consumer's desires. As former advertising executive Beers 
argues, the "brands" presented include American statesmen: "And 'poster man'—well, 
you know, in a way, our poster people are President Bush and Secretary Powell, whom 
I think are pretty inspiring symbols of the brand, the United States.'"’^ 

The radical commodification that Beers presents obliterates cultural differences 
between "West" and "East." Her tropes about the statistical growth of Islam draw on 
her corporate background in market-oriented rhetoric so that she seems to conflate 
sacred and secular discourse in the transcript available on the State Department 
website: 

Their conversion rate is astonishing—a 30 percent conversion in each year is about the fastest 
growing religion in this country, and a good number for any sales team. I thought this was 
wonderful—McDonald's has figured out how important this is, and they've already put together 
foods that are appropriate for the Muslim community. . . . Here's a sales curve any corporation 
would envy. These are the percent of mosques founded in the US over the last few years.'’'* 

Rather than present Jihad vs. McWorld in agonistic tension,'’^ Beers interprets the rise 
of Islam in America as a corporate success story. 

Yet Beers' appeal to self-interested logic can also be modified by the appeal to pathos 
in "putting forward" other equally commodified "values" of the United States. 

One of the things that strikes me is that as essential as our offices are, our policy statements, our 
people who speak every day in behalf of the United States policies, these tend to be communica¬ 
tions that are extremely reasoned and rational, and yet we know that much of the other side of 
this argument is intensely emotional and comes from a very different place than rationality and 
reason. I think one of the things that means is that we have to put forward something we might 
have all taken for granted, which is the US values. They're just as important as our policies.'*'’ 

Rather than present a "clash of civilizations," Beers assumes that the global audience 
is choosing between two packages of associated "values" and "policies," based on a 
judgment of their intellectual and emotional merits. Although the "other side of the 
argument" is presented as inherently less rational, it is legitimated to the extent that 
it has located rhetorical appeals to emotion worth appropriating. 

When literary and legal scholar Stanley Fish decided to answer accusations that 
postmodernist thinkers were unresponsive to the cataclysmic events of September 11 
and perhaps even responsible for them, he affirmed his own principles of enlightened 
relativism. Like Beers, he emphasized shared virtues and values (like "justice," "ratio¬ 
nality," and "courage") while also noting—as Beers was perhaps unable to—that "the 
invocation of universals doesn't settle disputes, but extends them."*’^ Fish contended 
that an equitable definition of these abstract terms by an impartial arbiter is an epis¬ 
temological impossibility. In other words, "justice," as defined by what Beers calls "the 
other side," is a fundamentally different entity from the definition of "justice" put 
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forward by her own State Department, since according to Fish there are no truly cul¬ 
turally or linguistically disinterested parties. 

"Defeating Terror, Defending Freedom" is no longer available on the State Depart¬ 
ment website, and Beers herself disappeared from the diplomatic scene after she failed 
to buy sufficient airtime in Islamic countries for her "Shared Values" documentaries 
about American life, which were designed to run on television worldwide during 
Ramadan.'’® Compared to state-run television, the Internet offered more porous 
national borders for State Department messages, and local embassies and news services 
often maintained mirror sites that replicated content. Yet Beers herself may have been 
overly optimistic at her first news conference when she maintained, despite objections 
from reporters about obstacles posed in developing countries by the digital divide, 
that her projects would be widely publicized by Internet marketing through "banner 
ads on other websites" and links on other webpages.'*'^ "Defeating Terror, Defending 
Freedom" also became anachronistic as the war with Iraq supplanted the war with 
Afghanistan. 

1 asked my students who they believed the intended audience for "Defeating Terror, 
Defending Freedom" would be. Students responded that they believed that the film 
was intended for a viewer from abroad, because many of the images involved mourn¬ 
ing in other countries and meetings of U.S. administration officials with foreign 
leaders. But students were skeptical that this film might persuade potential jihadists 
or their allies. The reason for their assertions had nothing to do with the unshakability 
of conviction that has been associated with the theology or political ideology of the 
enemies of the United States. Rather, they doubted that potential terrorists would have 
Flash-compatible computers or high-speed Internet connections. Like the reporters 
who questioned Beers, they argued that the assumed audience for this film could not 
possibly live in a third-world environment, which they associated with primitive 
technologies. However, the actual plotters of September 11 were in many ways like 
my affluent University of California undergraduates. Like them, many of the hijackers 
were the college-educated offspring of families from the affluent professional classes. 
Like my students, many of them almost certainly had access to high-speed Internet 
connections.^® Consequently, Beers' State Department developed materials aimed at 
this literate and technologically adept Islamic audience. 

Leaflets to Afghanistan at the Centcom Site 

The number of times that rhetoric has been explicitly referred to in the news media 
as a feature of political discourse has increased exponentially since September 11. Texts 
like Collateral Language and War of Words draw attention to the rhetorical dimension 
of these recent political events. The specific rhetoric of our aerial address to the people 
of Afghanistan functions around some of the same tropes of traditional first-world and 
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third-world class oppositions that my students took for granted. Leaflets dropped by 
the U.S. military in Afghanistan as part of their psychological operations campaign 
emphasize the crudest possible presentation of capitalist values in their exhortation to 
"get wealth and power beyond your dreams," while also positing a precapitalist inter¬ 
pretive horizon for any potential recipient in Afghanistan. These flyers assume that the 
recipients would not understand the value of "millions of dollars," which could benefit 
the backward populace of a "village" or "tribe" with "livestock," "doctors," and "school 
books." Other flyers on the Centcom site emphasize the class gulf between the assumed 
recipient, who could potentially die in the battlefields wearing rags, and the Western¬ 
ized, affluent Osama bin Laden in a white business suit. Bin Laden, the Centcom flyers 
argue, perpetuates the class structures of the capitalism that he claims to abhor. 

The image of the "foreigner" or "stranger" is also central to the leaflets dropped in 
Afghanistan. However the U.S. message about how foreigners should be treated is often 
contradictory, perhaps in order to exploit both native hospitality and xenophobia. 
Early leaflets announce that "the partnership of nations is here to help" and show a 
friendly foreigner with a light-skinned hand grasping the darker hand assumed to be 
like that of the presumed audience. 
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YOU CAN RECEIVE MILLIONS OF DOLLARS 
FOR HELPING THE ANTI-TAILBAN FORCE 
CATCH AL-QAIDA AND TALIBAN MURDERERS 
THIS IS ENOUGH MONEY TO TAKE CARE OF 
YOUR FAMILY, YOUR VILLAGE, YOUR TRIBE 
FOR THE REST OF YOUR LIFE - 
PAY FOR LIVESTOCK AND DOCTORS 
AND SCHOOL BOOKS AND HOUSING FOR 
ALL YOUR PEOPLE 


Figure 4.5 

"Wealth and Power" leaflet from Centcom website. 
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Such early images stressed the role of the friendly foreigner, like fhis flyer in which 
a soldier from the "West"—in a uniform without the insignia of any particular 
country—is shown shaking hands with a traditionally clad Afghan man. The light 
blue of the soldier's camouflage uniform suggests the colors of a United Nations peace¬ 
keeping force and reflects the design of the surrounding landscape. The rhetoric of 
the flyer uses fwo terms that are central to the idiom of fhe American address to 
Afghanistan: "Nation" and "People." In this case the appeal is to the people of 
Afghanistan from a collecfive of nations. 

Later leaflets encourage the Afghan people to drive Taliban-supported foreigners 
from their lands and assert nation-building practices without external intervention. 
In this leaflet, gender and nation are explicitly connected, although in modes unlike 
those promulgated by Western liberalism on other U.S. government websites. "Your 
women and children" have a "future" and yet belong to the presumed audience like 
chattel. 
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The Partnership 
of Nations is here 
to assist the People of 
Afghanistan 


Figure 4.6 

"Partnership of Nations" leaflet from Centcom website. 
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Figure 4.7 

"Drive out the Foreign Terrorists" leaflet from Centcom website. 

Because most of the victims in the World Trade Center attack were male, female 
victimization was de-emphasized in the U.S. media. In contrast, leaflets dropped on 
Afghanistan repeatedly emphasize the vulnerability of women and children. In one 
flyer women and children shield A1 Qaeda from the forces of just retribution; in 
another they are shown unshielded from the wrath of pro-Taliban misogyny. 

These leaflets specifically emphasized the need to expel external cultural influences. 
In another example, Osama bin Laden, who is shown wearing headgear that identifies 
him as a Saudi, is portrayed as a dog owner or a chess master. Still other leaflets served 
to clarify the distinction between “good” foreigners and "bad" foreigners. Although 
the message is printed in the national colors of the flag of Afghanistan, the bags of 
food in the front central image are printed in red, white, and blue with "USA" clearly 
visible as a national brand. 

Race also plays a powerful role in the rhetoric of post-September 11 leaflets on the 
Centcom site. In the leaflets dropped by U.S. Armed Forces in Afghanistan, the visual 
motif of the lighter hand grasping the darker hand is repeated over and over again. 
One leaflet shows a "typical" American family of Anglo-Saxon descent. Three of the 
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FRONT 



BACK 



Figure 4.8 

Leaflet depicting U.S. aid trom Centcom website. 

four family members wear whife, and the male members of the family wear clothes 
reminiscent of tennis whites. Students in my seminar howled with laughter when they 
saw this picture. This kind of family is hardly "typical" in Southern California, and 
Asian students are a particularly large demographic segment of the U.C. Irvine campus, 
where over 50 percent of freshmen come from homes in which a language other than 
English is spoken. 

Nation-building practices are also represented metaphorically in the Centcom leaf¬ 
lets. In one image, builders from three different ethnic groups cooperate to erect a 
communal building. In another leaflet, the national colors are presented separately as 
different colored threads to be woven into a single, coherent rug. In another example 
from the Centcom site, printed in the Afghan national colors, the "world” is shown 
with a lighter hand clasping the darker hand of the country of Afghanistan. The exact 
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FRONT 


No one should tell you how to 
live. The Partnership 
of Nations will help rescue 
the Afghan people from Taliban 
criminals and foreign terrorists. 


BACK 



Figure 4.9 

"FRIENDSHIP" leaflet from Centcom website. 


hemisphere of the "world" is unclear, so that north/south or east/west orientations 
remain ambiguous. In this leaflet both hands, presumably each from an Afghan 
citizen, are shown as dark. Afghan ethnic differences are not translated into racial 
differences in the flyers. 

The Intenet makes the dissemination of print ephemera accessible beyond the physi¬ 
cal landscape for which these messages are intended. This contextual slippage exposes 
certain tensions in message management by government agencies and how certain 
populations are assumed to be pre-technological and responsive to other kinds of 
logics of gender, race, class, and nationality from those promulgated by the State 
Department's public diplomacy efforts. 

"Muslim Life in America" on the State Department Website 

"Muslim Life in America," another project from Beers' post-Sepfember 11 publicify 
efforts, presents a very different portrait of Americans in their daily lives. Unlike the 
Anglo-Saxon prototypes depicted on the Centcom flyers, "Muslim Life in America" 
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Figure 4.10 

"Muslim Life in America" website from the State Department. 

shows considerable racial and ethnic diversity in the U.S. population. The State 
Department's depiction of the lives of followers of Islam in the United States focuses 
on explicitly "mainstream" discourses and communities, with an emphasis on con¬ 
ventional units of association in families, communities, schools, and businesses. 

The American public landscape of "Muslim Life in America" also shows off mulfi- 
culturalism in the man-made environment. For example, mosques are presented as 
part of the U.S. national architecture.^^ 

"Muslim Life in America" continues to be posted on the State Department website, 
although it is available in surprisingly few languages for a publication intended for a 
mulfilingual world. The mulfiracial characfer of the American people was also pre¬ 
sented in the State Department's now-defunct webpages on "Faces of Islam." The racial 
diversify of both Islam and America was graphically displayed in "Faces of Islam," but 
many of fhe images acfually came from corporate image banks and were ethnic rep¬ 
resentations designed for advertising or promotional purposes. The headshots largely 
showed Muslim U.S. residents in the context of educational activities. In other places 
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Figure 4.11 

Page of mosques from "Muslim Life in America." 

on the site, Islamic scholars supported the U.S. position on September 11 terrorism, 
so this emphasis on activities of scholarship from primary school to university was 
given a mainstream political dimension. Significantly, women's faces were uncovered 
in all but one of the photographs, so that information about gender norms in the 
United States was also disseminated. 

Al Jazeera Transcripts on the Defense Department Website 

There is a surprisingly intimate relationship between U.S. government websites and 
the Al Jazeera satellite channel, which has been accused of jihadist sympathies by 
those same federal agencies. Transcripts of interviews of prominent government 
officials by the contentious Qatar-based Al Jazeera television network are often posted 
on federal government websites. For example, two interviews with Condoleeza Rice 
have appeared on the White House website, and eighteen separate transcripts of full- 
length exclusive Al Jazeera interviews—with U.S. diplomats like Colin Powell, Richard 
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Figure 4.12 

Transcript of interview with Donald Rumsfeld on the Department of Defense wehsite. 

Armitage, and Christopher Ross—have appeared on the State Department website. 
Even the transcript of a confrontational interview with Donald Rumsfeld, the com¬ 
bative U.S. Secretary of Defense, was archived on fhe Department of Defense website 
alongside optimistic press releases and slideshows with sanctioned content, despite 
the fact that commentary from the A1 Jazeera interviewer critical of U.S. foreign policy 
occupies a considerable portion of this virtual real estate. 

1 would argue that this particular Rumsfeld interview dramatizes pressures on the 
dichotomy between the domestic and the geopolitical created by a particular rhetorical 
situation. In the interview, which would logically be intended for an Arabic-speaking 
public in fhe Middle East, Rumsfeld mentions his wife two times in discursive situa¬ 
tions that verge on the bizarre. To the interviewer, in response to a question about 
"doves" and "hawks" in the U.S. administration, Rumsfeld says, "1 work with Colin 
Powell every day. We have views that are very similar on most things. We differ from 
time to time, but then 1 differ from time to time with my wife on various issues, so 
that doesn't mean much."^^ Rumsfeld compares Secretary of State Colin Powell to his 


























162 


Chapter 4 


wife, so that Powell is put in a feminized position by this comparison (as a "dove" to 
Rumsfeld's "hawk"), while Rumsfeld's masculinity is also subverted by the egalitarian 
presentation of his spouse as an oppositional figure with whom he differs "from time 
to time." 

In the second case, Rumsfeld contrasts the press's opinion of him as a "bad guy" in 
the political context of Afghanistan and the Middle East with the supposedly less- 
biased opinion of his family. 

I don't know, there's something about the press that they like to get up in the morning and 
create conflict between people. It's apparently a lot easier for people in the media to write about 
personalities than it is about concepts and strategies and direction. If you personalize a thing 
into good guys and bad guys, it's an easier story, I suppose, for a journalist, but it's not terribly 
useful. I've been kind of amused by it all from time to time, and my wife and children know I'm 
basically a nice person.^^ 

In this snippet of the interview, Rumsfeld defends himself as a "nice person" and sug¬ 
gests that his wife and children would testify to the goodness of his character. In both 
cases, Rumsfeld introduces his wife as a figure of either potential rhetorical opposition 
or corroborative testimony, yet in this interview she is a silent partner who is never 
quoted in her own words or able to enter the public sphere with explicit opinions 
worth citing.^^ This insertion of elements of the domestic into geopolitical discourses 
humanizes Rumsfeld, but these comments also seem to suggest an off-the-record 
quality that appears incongruous on an official government website. At the very end 
of the transcript, when asked for concluding remarks, Rumsfeld says he is "sweet and 
loveable." After both men laugh, the interviewer jokes about Rumsfeld's recurring 
theme: "We will interview Mrs. Rumsfeld to get her version." On the DoD website this 
strange vignette about matrimonial life is linked with the same authority as a formal 
policy announcement about troop strength or strategic offensives in major cities. 

Rewards for justice 

The emphasis on the role of the small donor in large web-based fund-raising cam¬ 
paigns to aid rescue workers and other victims of the September 11 attacks fosters the 
impression of a culture in which the individual’s social and economic contributions 
are not structured primarily by class differentiation.^'’ This emphasis is even taken to 
children with the "Dollars to Afghanistan" program from the White House website, 
which appeals to young Americans' collective identity. Similarly, the State Department- 
sponsored "Rewards for Justice" site at first used many of the tropes of the disaster 
relief donation site by valuing the contributions of the individual to the project of 
national surveillance. Although it was later reorganized as a collection of virtual 
wanted posters, which clearly reference a form of traditional print ephemera, the 
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"Rewards for Justice" website initially had a more ambitious aim of providing instruc¬ 
tion to promulgate a new culture that could capitalize on distributed media models 
of vigilance and surveillance among everyday citizens. Groups of potential patriotic 
informants were oriented along the right navigation in ways that emphasized 
American social and spatial mobility, such as "commuter" or "frequent traveler."^^ 

The obscene inverse of U.S. government websites that spotlight terrorist hunting 
can he seen in websites designed by the terrorists themselves. Housed on offshore 
servers and proxied hy anonymizing servers, jihadist websites are hard to trace hut 
easily accessible, and their existence is further publicized by news outlets from the 
United States and abroad. Since the beheading of journalist Daniel Pearl, these web¬ 
sites have sometimes served as graphic desktop-sized theaters of cruelty in which 
gruesome executions are featured in gory detail not seen perhaps since the images of 
decapitation in the mass media of the French Revolution. Despite their generally crude 
web design, video files of beheadings sometimes show considerable editing and post¬ 
production work. For example, one video showing Daniel Pearl's last moments pro¬ 
vides a frame with an elaborate montage of Israeli tanks, so that the execution in the 
center of the user's screen is placed in a specific context of visual rhetoric and political 
history.^® 

Terrorism specialists have long argued that television has uniquely contributed to 
stateless combatants' tactical shift from rural guerrilla campaigns to spectacles of urban 
terrorism that afford them greater publicity, and have even claimed that terrorism and 
the network news media exist in a mutually beneficial symbiotic relationship.^^ As 
terrorist rhetoric becomes increasingly adapted to the distributed model of communi¬ 
cation predicated by the Internet, however, it is worth considering how terrorism itself 
will change in response. Terrorist tactics, targets, and visual and verbal rhetoric will 
inevitably shift. Already jihadists are relying increasingly on the intimate space of the 
safe house as a backdrop for performing acts of extreme violence, just as the adult 
entertainment industry first discovered that many web users had a visual compulsion 
to consume "amateur" content shot in everyday domestic spaces. 

In light of the departure of Charlotte Beers, it would seem that the United States' 
own use of networked digital media to promote a counterterrorist ideology abroad has 
been largely unsuccessful. At home, the self-aggrandizing Internet displays of U.S. 
patriotism that the Pew Report describes do little to affect world opinion, particularly 
since these patriotic displays rely on context-specific national symbols and icons with 
little global appeal. 

It could be argued that my selection of digital ephemera about September 11 from 
government websites is far from representative and that inappropriately racist, 
sexist, or commercial messages are generally excluded from the U.S. government 
agencies' mainstream web facades. Indeed, based on the distance of many of these 
documents from home pages or essential navigation, it would seem that government 
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web designers already archive this kind of potentially embarrassing political content 
so it can be accessed as part of the public record without being showcased as authori¬ 
tative federal rhetoric. Yet with commercial search engines providing the main access 
to webpages on government sites, it is difficult to control how U.S. policy makers' 
discourse is seen by computer users at home and abroad, even though some govern¬ 
ment websites now contain code that makes them invisible to Google. By and large, 
from any given keyword search, it is hard to predict which face of e-government will 
appear when visual artifacts of publicity and oratorical performances by officials are 
so easy to access, review, and replay. 


5 Power Points: The Virtual State and Its Discontents 


In the "Medic Training" unit of the military-funded army recruitment videogame 
America's Army, the player must watch three different PowerPoint lectures, after which 
he or she must pass multiple-choice tests, which are based on the actual examinations 
given in order to earn a basic certification credential in the real army. Players in the 
3-D environment of this "first-person-mission" game, so called because army officials 
didn't want it labeled as a "first-person-shooter," must sit attentively behind long faux 
wood-grain tables in office chairs while sfill wearing their battlefield digital camou¬ 
flage, and listen as speakers at a podium deliver detailed talks on "Airway Manage¬ 
ment," how to "Control Bleeding," and methods to "Treat Shock," which are 
accompanied by 2-D electronic slideshows transported into the game environment 
from the rhetorical conventions of corporate America.^ 

It certainly is not the only example of PowerPoint in the realm of play associated 
with virtual worlds and the 3-D avatars that inhabit them. As part of their community 
membership in the online virtual world Second Life, some residents share their advice 
in Internet forums about how to give effective PowerPoint presentations in this com¬ 
puter-generated environment, even though their prospective audience may include 
drag queens, mobsters, nudists, food items, and extraterrestrial life-forms.^ 

As an electronic genre, Microsoft's prepackaged presentation software PowerPoint 
has generated considerable ridicule as an object of satire in mainstream culture. A 
video remix of speech from the movie Star Wars, in which rebel spaceship pilots in 
the Resistance who are fighting the fascistic intergalactic Empire are briefed on plans 
for the dramatic attack on the ominous Death Star battle station, parodies the original 
by remaking it with humorous bullet points, inserted arrows, and diagrams. The sig¬ 
nature mystical slogan and benediction of religious and cultural community in the 
Star Wars films, "May the Force be with you,"—which has had such power in the 
participatory culture of fan communities involved in the media franchise—becomes 
a series of nested bullet points in which "The Force," "with you," and "hopefully" are 
slacked in decreasing font size.^ Like the recruits in America's Army, the members of 
the audience of fighters in the parody film sit in rows in uniform and communicate 
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varying levels of attention to the presentation through an assortment of postures of 
listening. 

It would he difficult to write a book about digital rhetoric and political life without 
mentioning PowerPoint, given its major role in policy briefings and public statements, 
and yet it is one of fhe most commonly castigated genres associated with electronic 
communication. Perhaps part of fhe general derision about PowerPoint has to do with 
the fact that this software assumes the presence of the speaker rather than his or her 
absence, and thus it is fundamentally unlike other electronic genres in that it is 
founded on an assumed form of rheforical redundancy, particularly if the speaker reads 
aloud the words already printed on the preprepared slides. 

In his essay on "The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint," information designer Edward 
Tufte complains that the medium encourages totalitarian cultural practices because it 
distorts important public messages and recasts them as garbled Orwellian NewSpeak. 
Tufte makes this point visually with the poster that also serves as the cover of his 
essay, which shows an obedient Stalinist audience lined up in formation on a parade 
ground before a monumental sculpture in an illustration punctuated with thought 
balloons such as "FOR RE-EDUCATION CAMPAIGNS NOTHING IS BETTER THAN THE 
AUTO-CONTENT WIZARD!" and "THERE'S NO BULLET LIST LIKE STALIN'S BULLET 
LIST.'"' Tufte's booklet also features an actual mock-up of a jar of "PowerPoint Phluff," 
which, like Richard Lanham's opposition of "fluff" and "stuff," points to an economics 
of limited attention for new media objecfs.^ In addition to claiming that PowerPoint's 
style sheets disable critical thinking, Tufte also argues that PowerPoint is fundamen¬ 
tally bad information design that partially explains the crash of the space shuttle 
Columbia and other mistakes by government officials who depend upon this stilted 
genre to communicate information that is critical to policy decisions.*’ In his precursor 
essay "PowerPoint is Evil," Tufte complains that the software scrambles numeracy as 
well as literacy by obscuring the "statistical integrity and reasoning" that a traditional 
table can provide.^ By 2006, Tufte was arguing that PowerPoint was also worthy of 
suspicion because of fhe ways that it expresses the corporate ideology of the Microsoft 
corporation. 

The metaphor for PowerPoint is the software corporation itself. To describe a software house is to 
describe the PP cognitive style: a big bureaucracy engaged in computer programming (deep hierar¬ 
chical structures, relentlessly sequential, nested, one-short-line-at-a-time) and in marketing (advo¬ 
cacy not analysis, more style than substance, misdirection, slogan thinking, fast pace, branding, 
exaggerated claims, marketplace ethics) [emphasis in the original].® 

Citing "Conway's Law," Tufte argues that corporations produce designs that inevitably 
copy the structures of the organization's communication systems. 

Among the electronic slideshows that Tufte includes in his "Cognitive Style" booklet 
is former U.S. Secrefary of State Colin Powell's "Iraq: Failing to Disarm" speech, which 
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was delivered to the Security Council of the United Nations on February 5, 2003. 
Powell's presentation, which makes the argument that Iraq is hiding weapons of mass 
destruction contrary to the conditions of UN resolutions, also implicitly makes the 
case that any subsequent invasion of the country would be justified. Of course, no 
such weapons were ever found during Operation Iraqi Freedom, so in retrospect 
Powell's presentation seems to be a very elaborate political fiction with little value as 
meaningful risk communication. Now archived at the website of the U.S. Department 
of Sfate, the slideshow begins with transcripts of suspicious telephone calls made by 
Iraqi military personnel. Then it shows a series of otherwise ambiguous aerial photo¬ 
graphs to which yellow labels have been affixed to identify irregularities. The slides 
that follow show computer-generated images of trucks alleged to contain components 
for biological weapons. For this part of Powell's presentation, digital artists created 
realistic renderings—complete with shading and shine effects—with cutaway 3-D 
views to show the incriminating contents alleged to be inside the vehicles. Then the 
PowerPoint slides return to aerial photographs and telephone transcripts before a 
secfion on "Delivery Systems," which emphasizes maps showing zones of potential 
contamination and violations of the no-fly zone that had been imposed on the 
country. Near the end of his falk, slides display several genealogical charts showing 
the relationships between suspected terrorists that all connect back to filiations with 
Jordanian Abu Musab al-Zarqawi, an acknowledged A1 Qaeda operative. Concluding 
sections on "Nuclear Systems" and "ffuman Rights Violations" were represented by 
little more than headings since Powell did not have photographs or diagrams to bolster 
his case in these sections. Unlike other PowerPoint presentations produced by the 
Bush administration during that era, there were no numerical representations of large 
datasets in formats such as bar charts or pie graphs. In the same speech, Powell also 
famously used content seemingly plagiarized from a Middle East policy journal without 
attribution,^ but the borrowed policy analysis is not visually represented in his final 
selection of slides. 

Soffware executive Mark Bernstein has pointed to how the "simple talking 
points and simple beliefs" that are particularly well suited to PowerPoint contributed 
to the disastrous occupation of Iraq under the Coalition Provisional Authority. In 
"Unlinked and Entangled: How Codex Technology and Contemporary Critical 
Theory Contributed to the Breakdown of the Anglo-American Occupation of Iraq," 
Bernstein also insists that this dependence on electronic slideshow technology 
shows a particular moment in the history of computational media. As Bernstein 
claims, "At the heart of the failures lay a disfrust of the codex book engendered by 
the late age of print: a fear that comprehensive analysis is either impossible or leads 
to policy paralysis, and a belief fhat the contingency of truth means that a policy can 
be achieved by proclaiming its success.Bernstein argues that the electronic ephem¬ 
era related to the occupation show the authorities' failures at "recording everyday 
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Figure 5.1 

Slide from Colin Powell's PowerPoint Presentation before the United Nations. 


information" after the invasion of Iraq. In his ideal digital document platform, he 
asserts that the model of the book should be supplemented with records from the 
calendar and the ledger to avoid the pitfalls of replicating a scenario in the Joint Task 
Force that was cynically described by one officer as "fifty-five yahoos with share¬ 
ware.Bernstein also points out that post-invasion looting targeted the country's 
information infrastructure by sacking the Iraqi Ministry of Information along with 
government computers, archives, records offices, and museums, because the native 
population could see these informational resources as valuable while their American 
occupiers could not. 

In "Bullet Points over Baghdad," New York Times columnist Paul Krugman has com¬ 
plained that White House policy documents were too closely resembling the Microsoft 
corporate public speaking product.Indeed, the text of the presidential report explain¬ 
ing the "National Strategy for Victory in Iraq" featured bullet points, check marks, 
and arrowheads, and used boldface, italics, and underlining, often redundantly.^^ The 
"Victory in Iraq" document would turn out to have an even more complicated elec¬ 
tronic rhetorical history. Another New York Times reporter discovered, by paying a 
little attention to the code on the PDF file, that the unacknowledged author of the 
document was actually an academic expert in public relations rather than military 
strategy. 
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• The Securin' Track involves carrv'ing out a campaign to defcal the terrorists and neutralize the 
insurgency, developing Iraqi security forces, and helping the Iraqi government; 

Clear areas of enemy control by remaining on the offensive, killing and capturing enemy fighters 
and denying them safe-haven; 

v' Hold areas freed from enemy influence by ensuring that they remain under the control of the Iraqi 
government with an adequate Iraqi security force presence; and 

Build Iraqi Security Forces and the capacity of local institutions to deliver services, advance the 
rule of law, and nurture civil society. 

• The Economic Track involves setting the foundation for a sound and self-sustaining economy by 
helping the Iraqi government: 

C Restore Iraq's infrastructure to meet inereasing demand and the needs of a growing economy; 
v' Reform Iraq’s economy, which in the past has been shaped by war, dictatorship, and sanctions, so 
that it can be self-sustaining in the future; and 

Build the capacity of Iraqi institutions to maintain infrastructure, rejoin the international economic 
community, and improve the general welfare of all Iraqis. 

> This Strategy is Integrated and its Elements are Mutually Reinforcing 

• Progress in each of the political, security, and economic tracks reinforces progress in the other tracks. 

For instance, as the political process has moved forw ard, terrorists have become more isolated, 
leading to more intelligence on security threats from Iraqi citizens, which has led to better 
security in previously violent areas, a more stable infrastructure, the prospect of economic 
progress, and expanding political participation. 

> Victors Will Take Time 

• Our strategy is working; Much has been accomplished in Iraq, including the removal of Saddam's 
tyranny, negotiation of an interim constitution, restoration of full sovereignty, holding of free 
national elections, formation of an elected government, drafiing of a permanent constitution, 
ratification of that constitution, introduction of a sound currency, gradual restoration of neglected 
infrastructure, the ongoing training and equipping of Iraqi security forces, and the increasing 
capability of those forces to take on the terrorists and secure their nation. 

• Yet many challenges remain: Iraq is overcoming decades of a vicious tyranny, where 
governmental authority stemmed solely from fear, terror, and brutality. 

It is not realistic to expect a fully functioning democracy, able to defeat its enemies and 
peacefully reconcile generational grievances, to be in place less than three years after Saddam 
was finally removed from power. 

• Our comprehensive strategy will help Iraqis overcome remaining challenges, but defeating the multi¬ 
headed enemy in Iraq - and ensuring that it cannot threaten Iraq’s democratic gains once we leave - 
requires persistent effort across many fronts. 

> Our Victory Strategy Is (and Must Bel Conditions Based 

• With resolve, victory will be achieved, although not by a date certain. 

No war has ever been won on a timetable and neither will this one. 

• But lack of a timetable does not mean our posture in Iraq (both military and eivilian) will remain 
static over time. As conditions change, our posture will change. 

We expect, but cannot guarantee, that our force posture will change over the next year, as the 
political process advances and Iraqi security forces grow and gain experience. 

While our military presence may become less visible, it w ill remain lethal and decisive, able to 
confront the enemy wherever it may organize. 

Our mission in Iraq is to win the war. Our troops will return home when that mission is complete. 

Figure S.2 

Text from the National Strategy for Victory in Iraq. 
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Making the case for invasion was not the only use of PowerPoint in shaping policies 
and "just war" ideologies associated with the Iraq occupation. In 2004, a series of 
military briefings justifying stepped-up efforts to eliminate military resistance in the 
Iraqi city of Fallujah would ultimately reflect several stages of authorship in the elec¬ 
tronic document trail. First, photographs designed to publicize violations of rules of 
engagement and human rights abuses were repackaged in a military PowerPoint pre¬ 
sentation coproduced by the U.S. 1st Marine Expeditionary Force (IMEF) and a group 
within the Multi-National Corps Iraq (MNC-I Effects). "Telling the Fallujah Story to 
the World" was much forwarded among veferans groups and others sympathetic to 
the war effort.'^ Shortly afterward, the Fallujah electronic slideshow was disseminated 
by the conservative blog Little Green Footballs, which customized the presentation 
using PffP code to make the case bluntly that Fallujah fighters had abused their posi¬ 
tion in civilian communities by using mosques for military cover.A few days later, 
top military leaders posted a very similar seventy-six page PowerPoint presentation 
with less text, and thus less editorializing on the images, that ended with the same 
four pages showing Iraqi civilians receiving boxes and sacks of foreign humanitarian 
aid. During the actual Department of Defense briefing, this presentation was whittled 
down to a mere eleven slides.Military planners also improved the appearance of the 
presentation by using solid fonts in place of distracting outline typefaces. 

Despite its relatively large file size and incompatibility issues as proprietary software, 
PowerPoint presentations frequently circulate in ways that cause them to reach new 
audiences and be deployed for new purposes. Of course, if disseminated as PDF files, 
PowerPoint slides are relatively difficult to alter as rhetorical artifacts, but these 
electronic slideshows are also transmitted among interested parties in their original 
.ppt format, which invites editing and alteration. Furthermore, although this software 
has been associated with entrenched hierarchical interests that emulate corporate 
structures of power, it can also be understood through the dynamics of peer-to-peer 
electronic exchanges, such as the ones associated with the circulation of fhe Fallujah 
PowerPoint through blogs and e-mail. 

For example, some journalists have praised the way that PowerPoint software has 
been used by rank-and-file personnel deployed for duty in Iraq to propagate messages 
informed by social contact with the indigenous population that argue for fundamental 
policy changes in defiance of military planners. In December 2006, ABC journalist 
Martha Raddatz praised a young captain, Travis Patriquin, for authoring "How to Win 
in Anbar Province."'® Raddatz claimed that by using "stick figures and simple lan¬ 
guage," Patriquin's presentation articulated the same goal in Iraq as did the president, 
but did so more successfully by emphasizing pragmatic approaches situated in experi¬ 
ence living with the local populace. Sadly, Patriquin died in the line of duty as a result 
of an improvised explosive device near his vehicle, but his PowerPoint presentation 
outlived him and was widely disseminated in the region and among military circles 
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Figure 5.3 

Final slide from "Operation A1 Fajr Roll Up." 


in the United States. According to his father, Captain Patriquin initially designed 
PowerPoint presentations to explain to his young daughter why he was stationed in 
Iraq and then began showing them to adult audiences. The slides show "Joe” of the 
American army and "Mohammed" of fhe Iraqi army as sfick figures wearing trapezoid¬ 
shaped body armor and pentagon-shaped hats that denote their respective military 
identities. During the course of Patriquin's PowerPoint, Joe and Mohammed are vexed 
by "insurgent" stick figures, who appear holding the heads of other stick figures, a 
visual reference fo the jihadist videos of the beheading of capfives in the country, 
which were also circulating on the Internet. Fortunately for fhe U.S. milifary, a sheik 
who confrols a consfruction company as well as fhe acfivifies of a local militia is 
enlisted to aid coalition forces. The sheik and his allies are indicated with triangles to 
denote traditional Iraqi headgear. By the end of fhe presentafion, all the cooperative 
stick figures have acquired stars, much like sheriffs in Wesfern films, and a happy 
ending fo fhe conflict is declared. A year later, as U.S. General David Petraeus was 
presenting laudatory PowerPoint presentations about the success of new military 
strategies in the country, which included some of fhe sfrategies of cooperafion and 
coopfion fhat Patriquin had been advocating, Raddatz returned to praising the Anbar 
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What’s that in Joe's hand? Oh, a transitional authority law! It was written by the CPA 
(25 year olds from Texas, and Paul Bremer) and it says NO SHEIKS! ONLY ELECTED 
GOVERNMENT!!! “Thats OK”, says the Sheik. “Can I have some contract work?” 

Figure 5.4 

"How to Win in Anbar" PowerPoint, by permission of Gary Patriquin. 

PowerPoint and insisting that Captain Patriquin "deserves a great deal of credit” for 
the success of Petraeus's so-called military surge. 

Unlike Patriquin's simplified stick figure allegory of conflict and resolution, 
Petraeus's September 2007 PowerPoint contains a number of slides with complex data 
representations, such as bar charts or line graphs. In fact, some might argue that if 
Pafriquin's presentation was intended for maximum clarify, Pefraeus's elecfronic 
slideshow offen confained a certain amount of obfuscation in its graphic elements. 
For example, "Overall Weekly Iraq Attack Trends" shows information from dozens of 
weeks, wifh the numbers of targefed government installations, lEDs located, small 
arms attacks, and mortar and rocket fire aggregated by relative size and differentiated 
by color.^“ Maps also provided illustrations of border fensions wifh Iran and Syria and 
color-coded registers of "ethno-sectarian deafhs." However, a journalisf from The 
Washington Post expressed specific concerns about how civilian casualties were being 
computed, given the fact that different government agencies seemed to be working 
with different sets of numbers; she also voiced suspicion of the general lack of public 
disclosure about how the databases that produced these statistics were constituted.^^ 
Careful reading of the explanatory captions on the charts in Petraeus's presentation 
also inspired ridicule from bloggers. At the bottom of one slide, fhe sfafisfics are 
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acknowledged to include numbers from "lED hoaxes," along with "lED explosions" 
and "lEDs found." In other words, the graph could seem to display the fact that sol¬ 
diers were being tricked by fewer hoaxes, which would have no effect on actual levels 
of potentially lethal violence and would hardly laud American troops by pointing to 
their initial gullibility in the conflict. Critics noted that this inclusion made the appar¬ 
ent drop in events related to improvised explosive devices more dramatic and more 
legible on a PowerPoint slide. Others noted that the last slide, about proposed military 
draw-downs in troop sizes, looked like an authoritative plan for the future until one 
noticed that there were only question marks rather than actual dates on the later graph 
bars. While other bloggers were focusing on inconsistencies in individual slides from 
Petraeus's presentation, one Washington analytics strategist emphasized the failure of 
an overall rhetorical strategy that the software legitimates and "the control of the 
narrative that PowerPoint affords the presenter." As he writes, "The deck becomes an 
imperative; any foray into discussion must return within minutes to the predeter¬ 
mined story line if we're to get through the deck.^^ 

Certainly, PowerPoint and other similar software programs have become tools not 
only for communicating but also for formalizing political agendas. For example, the 


Jmprovjse^d Explosive Devices (JEDs) 



Figure 5.5 

Slide from "Charts to accompany the testimony of GEN David H. Petraeus." Courtesy of the 
Multi-National Force—Iraq. 
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White House frequently uses the format of this proprietary software program for 
official business in briefings involving a wide range of federal agencies. On the White 
House website there are PowerPoint presentations about reporting systems for air 
quality management, software being used by the Department of Justice, cybersecurity 
initiatives, critical analyses of universal service programs in the telecommunications 
industry for low-income people, and training for civil servants in the use of online 
forms. The rhetoric of these PowerPoint slides often recycles diction from the corpo¬ 
rate world about "customer feedback," "business areas," and "besf pracfices." In one 
slide on the budget allotted to information technology, an arrow runs up a geologic 
landform with cutaway layers that show a three-stage plan for "Foundation," "Adop¬ 
tion," and "Transformation" via e-government in succeeding years.This visual nar¬ 
rative of a clear increase over time—or decrease if the situation deems that reduction 
would be more desirable—serves as an important organizing principle in many 
PowerPoint presentations from the U.S. federal government. As in the case of the 
Petraeus PowerPoint slides, which indicate a reduction in violence in Iraq, linear 
progression or regression provides an important organizing principle in the digital 
rhetoric of the virtual state. 

The ludicrousness of using PowerPoinf for political oratory is dramatized by 
Peter Norvig's "The Gettysburg Powerpoint Presentation" in which he depicts Lincoln 
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Figure S.6 

PowerPoint slide from the White House for the 2007 IT Budget Report. 
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delivering a clumsy, stilted corporate talk instead of the rousing rhetoric of the memo¬ 
rial speech, much revised hy the president^^ in order to convey the gravitas of a nation 
at war and its anticipation of postwar political reconciliation. Norvig's accompanying 
essay, "PowerPoint: Shot with Its Own Bullets," compares this diction "with almost 
no pronouns or punctuation" to the world of Kurt Vonnegut's "Harrison Bergeron," 
where a dumbed-down dystopia full of incoherent messages is perpetuated through a 
constant barrage of babble aimed at its citizens, who are rendered equal by virtue of 
enforcement of the lowest common denominator.^^ He points out that Stanford's 
Clifford Nass acknowledges that PowerPoint "lifts the floor" for the common man 
faced with an occasion for public speaking but also "lowers the ceiling" by removing 
the discursive processes associated with producing nuanced rhetorical expressions.^*’ 
In Norvig's reductio ad absurdum electronic slideshow, the Great Emancipator uses the 
program's AutoContent Wizard to produce a plodding succession of points conveyed 
in a garish color scheme with hard-to-read fonts. 

Another academic, John Raffensperger from the University of Canterbury in 
New Zealand, thought that Norvig was being somewhat unfair to PowerPoint, which 
can also serve as a more user-friendly multimedia platform that integrates video 
and audio content with traditional oratory.^® Raffensperger points out that Norvig 
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Figure 5.7 

Peter Norvig's PowerPoint satire of The Gettysburg Address. Courtesy of Peter Norvig. 
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himself uses the staccato hullet style of PowerPoint in his own presentations on 
behalf of NASA.^^ In other words, although PowerPoint is frequently used to make a 
case for action in a business sales pitch, court of law, or public policy meeting, it 
also has an important deliberative function in the sciences, where slides are colla- 
boratively created and open to processes that imitate many of the aspects of 
peer review associated with print journals. To respond to Norvig, Raffensperger 
remakes Lincoln's PowerPoint into an elegy to the slain soldiers that uses public 
domain images from the Library of Congress and reenactments of the speech by a live 
actor. 

However, Raffensperger does not address Norvig's central objection: the AutoCon- 
tent Wizard and the ways it would distort the content of Lincoln's speech. A naive 
user of the software would be hobbled by choosing a preordained set of rhetorical 
defaults. This set of model slides from Microsoft includes prepackaged presentations 
for "Recommending a Strategy," "Training," "Certificate," and "Brainstorming Session." 
The AutoContent Wizard even has a set of templates for "Communicating Bad News," 
which does for public rhetoric what the sympathy card does for private epistolary 
communication. 



Our Situation 


♦ state the bad news 

♦ Be clear, don’t try to obscure the 
situation 
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12 / 17^2006 


Figure S.8 

Slide from the "Communicating Bad News" template from the PowerPoint AutoContent Wizard. 
Microsoft product screenshot reprinted with permission from Microsoft Corporation. 
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The artist David Byrne, once lead singer of the band Talking Heads, is now also 
known for using PowerPoint as a medium to convey irony along with aesthetic 
expression. Rather than accept the commonly held notion that Microsoft's product is 
a "neutral tool," Byrne is interested in its "biases and tendencies." Although he cites 
the AutoContent Wizard as "the most obvious bias" and "the easiest to see," he is 
interested in more "subtle sets of biases at work" that have to do with aspirations to 
professionalism and promises of universal happiness. In his hook Envisioning Emotional 
Epistemological Information, Byrne presents a series of visual fantasies in which corpo¬ 
rate arrows melt into surreal arrangements, subtexts of psychic insecurity are given 
garish color and volume, and a parade through the taxonomy of clip-art physiogno¬ 
mies is presented like a human zoo.^” There are also political stakes made visible in 
Byrne's work. For example, at one point Washington landmarks appear in one of his 
PowerPoint presentations. For Byrne it is the status of organizations as hegemonic 
entities that shape discourse. As he says, the "shape of the cake pan" may matter as 
much as the ingredients. 

The general critique of PowerPoint in academia and the arts over its off-the-shelf 
constraints on rhetoric, cognition, and epistemology is also reflected in the main¬ 
stream print media. Writing for The New Yorker, Ian Parker claims that PowerPoint is 
able to reconfigure the brain's most basic taxonomies for organizing meaning. 

But PowerPoint also has a private, interior influence. It edits ideas. It is, almost surreptitiously, 
a business manual as well as a business suit, with an opinion—an oddly pedantic, prescriptive 
opinion—about the way we should think. It helps you make a case, but it also makes its own 
case: about how to organize information, how much information to organize, how to look at 
the world.^' 

If the literacy specialist James Paul Gee argues that "discourse functions as a kind of 
identity kit,"^^ it would seem like this particular cut of "business suit" used for the 
conventions of communicative exchange is covertly controlling. Parker sees Power¬ 
Point as epistemologically loaded, a way to control the unruly data that are freely 
accessible in an information culture and constrain it with a set of oppressive norms. 
Although philosopher Michael Heim's extended meditation on the phenomenology 
of word processing. Electric Language, argues that there are many possibilities for 
engagement with digital texts, such as "clustering" or "blockbusting,"^^ PowerPoint 
software often reminds its users of its constraints rather than its freedoms. 

However, precisely because of these constraints, there are some Power Point enthu¬ 
siasts among those interested in fast-paced visually oriented presentation styles. For 
example Tokyo-based architects Astrid Klein and Mark Dytham have encouraged an 
international cadre of hip designers to host "pecha kucha" nights around the world. 
Klein and Dytham use the Japanese word for "conversation" to describe their events 
in which rapid-fire PowerPoint presentations satisfy a particular rhetorical need by 
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filling the "demand for a forum in which creative work can he easily and informally 
shown, without having to rent a gallery or chat up a magazine editor. In exchange, 
Klein and Dytham insist that presenters observe a strict set of rules by limiting 
themselves to a total of twenty slides, which are only shown for twenty seconds each. 
This approach to presentation software with a live speaker has had a rich transmedia 
legacy as well. Concept maps and YouTube videos record the location and content of 
pecha kucha events. Klein and Dytham have even issued an art book, Pecha Kucha 
Night: A Celebration. Unlike government PowerPoint representations that may be 
restructured to become official reports, in transferring content from the screen to the 
printed page Klein and Dytham emphasize large-format images rather than bullet 
points. 

Nonetheless, the very connection between globalization and PowerPoint that the 
transnational gatherings of pecha kucha groups celebrate should also invite certain 
kinds of critical appraisal by those who are interested in sustaining local cultures and 
economies. The parodic possibilities of PowerPoint for skewering multinational cor¬ 
porate groupthink are key elements of the stunts of the antiglobalization activists The 
Yes Men, who create hoax websites and produce documentary films about their 
exploits posing as soulless capitalists with ridiculous strategies or policy decisions, 
which are often blandly accepted at face value at conferences or media events. In 
addition to pretending to be representatives of the World Trade Organization, The Yes 
Men have masqueraded under the guise of major brands, such as McDonald's or Enron, 
and use PowerPoint and 3-D animations to satirize the institutions they are ridiculing, 
such as the fast-food industry or politically well-connected energy conglomerates. 
Posing as "Hank Hardy Unruh" of the WTO, a member of the group delivered a 
PowerPoint presentation in Tampere, Finland on August 16, 2001, which seemed 
to argue that a reintroduction of slavery would be advantageous to the worldwide 
business community, since market freedom is more important than human freedom. 

It included cartoony representations of events from the U.S. Civil War and thus 
mimicked a common feature of the allegorical character of PowerPoint style by using 
actual clip art tagged with keywords like "adversaries," "conflicts," "competitions," 
and "controversies" to depict the epic battle between the North and the South that 
Lincoln chronicled so poetically in the Gettysburg Address. 

In contrast, the competing slideware product from Apple, Keynote, has become 
associated with progressive political agendas and policy reform, although this connec¬ 
tion appears to have little to do with the actual features of the software. As a tool for 
representing statistics and argumentative elements. Keynote has been loudly criticized 
by Tufte and other information designers for being burdened with many of the same 
problems that characterize PowerPoint.However, Keynote has become associated 
with a technique sometimes called "slides—as chorus" in which the presenter 
does not read from the text on the slides, but rather uses them to punctuate a talk 
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Figure 5.9 

Slide from The Yes Men presentation on the "Globalization of Textile Trade," by permission of 
The Yes Men. 


with short pieces of text or striking images. This technique has become particularly 
associated with digital rights advocate and Stanford law professor Lawrence Lessig 
and his signature talks on "free culture " that question the applicability of current 
copyright regimes to the practices of digital culture and commonsense notions 
of the law. 

Another well-known Keynote user is at the center of the documentary film about 
global warming An Inconvenient Truth, which is largely devoted to an electronic slide- 
show talk delivered by former Vice President A1 Gore. However, instead of always 
relying on on-screen graphics to show the geometric progression of planetary tem¬ 
perature irregularities, Gore most memorably chooses to use the physical space of the 
lecture hall to show the statistical elevation. In the film this involved using a theatrical 
scissor lift to show the relative precariousness of his actual physical person up high 
in the oratorical space. Compared to the clunky bullet points and repetitive sentence 
fragments of the Bush administration's PowerPoint rhetoric, Gore offers a remarkably 
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fluent presentation incorporating digital presentation technologies that capitalize on 
"pull" as well as "push" media. The audience for the film An Inconvenient Truth also 
gets to see Gore modeling idealized online behavior in the mode of detective work, 
as he incorporates new research and revelations about political influence, such as the 
editing of documents about climate science by former energy lobbyist Philip Cooney. 
During the course of the documentary Gore reads the online New York Times, surfs 
Google Earth, and even moves the building blocks of his digital slideshow around. 
Like activist subversives The Yes Men, Gore mixes 3-D animation in with his graphs 
and charts, although he deploys the device both for humor (a cooking frog) and for 
pathos (a drowning polar bear). As the credits roll with animated graphics, the audi¬ 
ence is pointed toward the project's website for more information. 

Certainly, it can be tempting to use the conventions of slideware technologies to 
try to tell complicated stories as simply as possible. Proponents of controversial posi¬ 
tions on issues have been known to deploy the rhetoric of PowerPoint to further 
specific political master narratives. For example, the much disseminated "History in 
a Nutshell," which is translated into thirteen languages, advances arguments about 
geography, chronology, and relative refugee population sizes to claim that Palestine 
has no rights to self-determination as a culturally and politically distinct autonomous 
nation-state.^^ Although it was actually created in Flash for online presentation without 
the accompaniment of a live speaker, it uses many recognizable slideware conventions, 
such as navigation by triangle icons forward and backward. "History in a Nutshell" 
was created by Udi Ghana of the Israeli design firm Studio Homage, a company that 
specializes in "custom website design and sales presentations, using advanced Photo¬ 
shop and Flash animation techniques" oriented around "telling a story. The group 
also produced "Nutshell Too," which goes back to 1250 BCE to establish the grounds 
for Israel's territorial claims.Other presentations on "Anti-Semitism" and "Hamas" 
are also available on the studio's website, along with an electronic slideshow on suicide 
bombing called "Imagine" that features jarring sound effects. The audience for the 
"Nutshell" presentations was often reached through e-mail, blogs, and pro-Israel web¬ 
sites, modes of digital communication that solidify allegiances and often polarize 
political constituencies in the irreconcilable ways that Geert Lovink has described in 
Zero Comments. 

PowerPoint is without question an important genre in political rhetoric, but it is 
used so frequently in so many discursive contexts that it is difficult to make broad 
generalizations about how it functions at the level of theory. Because the speaker 
is generally present rather than absent, a live orator is able either to be closely identi¬ 
fied with his or her text or to manifest some critical distance from the words and 
images projected nearby. In big-budget films, the convention used to be that the 
stealthy hacker breaking into the top-secret database was the only model for how 
computational media functioned in political discourse. Now we are seeing PowerPoint 
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presentations serving the purpose of exposition in blockbuster films, and the possibili¬ 
ties of public rheforic rather than just private data are being exploited in cinematic 
narratives. PowerPoint is obviously a very public genre, one intended to be viewed by 
others, unlike the private contents on an individual user's monitor. But it is not just 
a simple one-to-many form of communication because there are many cases in which 
presentations migrate among computer users and accrue multiple authors in the 
process 



6 Whistle-Blowers: Traditional Epistolary Discourse and Electronic 
Communication 


On the face of if, e-mail would seem particularly well suited to the aims of a would-be 
whisfle-blower intent on exposing corruption or averting disaster as quickly as possi¬ 
ble. As a medium for instantaneous and intimate global communication, e-mail ini¬ 
tially appears to be far superior to traditional epistolary discourse because letters are 
vulnerable to delays and acts of confiscation by hostile parties. Even when a scandal 
unfolds relatively rapidly, the requirement of physically transporting the artifacts that 
carry messages over a distance, inherent in this long-standing form of communication, 
could potentially worsen the crisis at hand. 

For example, in early October 1692, twenty people had already died by the time 
Boston merchant Thomas Brattle wrote his influential letter condemning the Salem 
witch trials. From the beginning of his letter. Brattle makes his reluctance to come 
forward very clear. 

I should be very loath to bring myself into any snare by my freedom with you, and therefore 
hope that you will put the best construction on what I write, and secure me from such as would 
interpret! my lines otherwise than they are designed. Obedience to lawfull authority 1 evermore 
accounted a great duty; and willingly 1 would not practise any thing that might thwart and 
contradict such a principle.' 

This early American whistle-blower's missive was addressed not to the presumed 
logical recipient. Governor William Phips, but to a considerably less august unknown 
clerical correspondent, and Brattle's incendiary letter circulated in manuscript form 
for three weeks before the governor finally dissolved the Court of Oyer and Terminer 
that had indicted the witches and addressed the "strange ferment of dissatisfaction" 
that had subsumed the colony during his frequent absences.^ Indeed, such historical 
narratives generally would seem to illustrate the impossibility of affecting public policy 
decisions rapidly with manually written communications, particularly when the writer 
was a subject of governmental authority rather than its agent. 

In the counterfactual narrative in which Brattle magically has e-mail, are the poten¬ 
tial victims of abuses of power aided much more rapidly? 1 would argue fhat the answer 
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is probably "not really." Widening the temporal chokepoint that slows the rate at 
which information can be transferred fechnologically is rarely fhe most important 
precondition for successful organizational change. As Miceli and Near point out in 
their 1995 treatise on effective whistle-blowing, far more imporfant is fhe whisfle- 
blower's custody of evidence of wrongdoing and his or her legal basis for complain!.^ 
Of course, in addition to having the advantage of speed, digifal communication also 
obviates certain differences in cultural power, as any tenured professor or endowed 
chair who receives demands for immediafe action from disgruntled students can attest. 
Potentially, any individual with an e-mail address, from a university president to a 
corporate CEO, can be accessed by any petitioner through electronic means, which 
leads to what Dubrovsky calls the "equalization phenomenon" of e-mail.^ 

Yef when TIME magazine named three women as its 2002 "Persons of the Year," 
citing them as icons of public rheforic who "reminded us whaf American courage and 
American values are all about," it is worth noting that none of fhe magazine's featured 
whistle-blowers used e-mail as the primary vehicle for fheir well-publicized performa- 
fives. The three women are depicted on the cover of the magazine looking at the 
camera with their arms crossed defiantly, but they are also dressed in business attire 
that indicates their continuing associations with large organizations. Although these 
whistle-blowers contacted higher-ups about their knowledge of corporate or govern¬ 
mental wrongdoing through conventional epistolary means, 1 would argue that their 
whistle-blowing discourse still shows the influence of e-mail and displays certain 
features of ifs generic instabilify befween writing and speech. For example, like disin- 
hibited writers in cyberspace, these women appear to "flame" fheir employers by using 
aggressive rheforical fechniques that appear borrowed from fhe convenfions of elec- 
fronic communication. 

Although they could be called real-life contemporary incarnations of eighfeenth- 
cenfury Richardsonian heroines, risking possible confamination by participating in 
exchanges of potentially public correspondence while also surmounting gender and 
class barriers through their revelatory letter-writing, 1 would complicate that narrative 
and question an overly simplified viewpoint that female leffer-wrifers necessarily 
employ epistolary discourse primarily for "political emancipation" or to "further a 
political action."^ This is not to say that the women on the cover of TIME did nof 
have a political impact. All three of them testified before Congress. But they also had 
proximate rhetorical purposes related to the trajectories of their own careers that are 
difficult to link easily to a larger feminist emancipatory narrative. 

For example, Sherron Watkins, a vice president at Enron, earned her whistle-blowing 
reputation by sending a memo to chief executive Kenneth Lay about the looming 
accounting scandal that would soon devalue Enron's stock and ultimately lead to the 
indictment of key company personnel. Wafkins opens her letter with two confronta¬ 
tional rhetorical questions: "Has Enron become a risky place to work? For those of us 
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who didn't get rich over the last few years, can we afford to stay?'"’ In the space of a 
seven-page letter, Watkins raises twenty-four separate questions. Much like the 
approach of Salem witchcraft critic Thomas Brattle, who deploys seventeen questions 
in his own message to the authorities, Watkins' letter uses an interrogative tone when 
speaking in her own persona, while also positing a hypothetical outside audience who 
might be asking questions as well. At the end of her memo she writes: 

Don't you think that several interested companies, be they stock analysts, journalists, hedge fund 
managers, etc., are busy trying to discover the reason Skilling left? Don't you think their smartest 
people are poring over that footnote disclosure right now? 1 can just hear the discussions—"it 
looks like they booked a $500 million gain from this related party company and 1 think, from 
all the undecipherable half-page on Enron's contingent contributions to this related party entity, 
1 think the related party entity is capitalized with Enron stock." . . . "No, no, no, you must have 
it all wrong, it can't be that, that's just too bad, too fraudulent, surely AA & Co. wouldn't let 
them get away with that?" "Go back to the drawing board, it's got to be something else. But find 
it!" . . . "Hey, just in case you might be right, try and find some insiders or 'redeployed' former 
employees to validate your theory."' 

Watkins' excerpts from this imaginary dialogue between future investigators of Enron 
concludes her memo with a dramatic flair that may sound dissonant to readers accus¬ 
tomed to the dominant corporate idiom, which privileges language marked by passive 
voice and third-person address. As Forbes magazine points out, this passage also dem¬ 
onstrates that Ms. Watkins may not deserve the title of "whistle-blower" at all, since 
by definition, Forbes writes, "a whistle-blower is someone who alerts the public. She 
never did."® If anything, the conclusion of Watkins's memo actually warns Lay about 
the threat of future whistle-blowers and the potential need to silence them with pre¬ 
emptive action. 

In her biographical account of the scandal. Power Failure: The Inside Story of the 
Collapse of Enron, Watkins claims that she had tried using e-mail as a channel to reach 
the Enron power brokers in the past, but had not found it a successful strategy for 
making her concerns known to higher-ups. In the book, she describes how a "year or 
so back, she'd sent an anonymous e-mail to Skilling and Lay about the sale of some 
South American assets."^ Of course, this description of her earlier intervention regard¬ 
ing Enron's "Project California" invites certain questions. In what sense can an impor¬ 
tant e-mail ever be anonymous? If she sent it from a free account using a public 
computer, what would cause a CEO or CFO to read her message at all? 

By choosing not to use e-mail in her later famous memo, Watkins also risked having 
her message intercepted or compromised. In fact, to ensure its survival, Watkins 
sent another copy of her famous whistle-blowing letter in an interoffice memo, 
which identified her as the author, to a colleague, where it was subject to all the usual 
risks of disclosure of a missive committed to paper as a physical artifact. Watkins 
describes the perilous trajectory of this other document. "His secretary either missed 
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or ignored the large CONFIDENTIAL stamp on the front of the envelope. She left it 
on McMahon's desk in plain sight. McMahon never saw the envelope. He read the 
memo and then passed it on to a few of his friends, who were probably passing it on 
to others right now."^” Although the message reaches her coworker, Watkins describes 
how it is delayed and then how it is disseminated, much like e-mail travels when it 
is stripped of its context and forwarded to multiple parties. 

Watkins frequently depicts e-mail as a genre that reinforces corporate discourses of 
denial rather than supports trusted communication, and often e-mail plays a signifi¬ 
cant role in Watkins' account as a signifier of disingenuousness. For example, she 
describes having to listen to CEO Kenneth Lay assure employees "that the company 
is in the strongest shape it's ever been in;" however, she was well aware that he "was 
reiterating an e-mail" he had sent to Enron staffers earlier.“ She also shows that e-mail 
can allow writers in the business world to make rebuttals without the personal respon¬ 
sibility entailed in a face-to-face interaction, or even one involving the materiality of 
letterhead and a physical signature in ink. 

I was shown Causey's e-mail response on August 20, 2001, five days after I had identified myself 
as the anonymous letter writer and two days before I met with Ken Lay. I was asked if Causey's 
response satisfied my concerns. My response was visceral—1 thought Causey's rather technical- 
sounding response was akin to a man accused of beating his children who, when confronted, 
insists nothing is wrong because he's got their future college tuition fully funded. Huh?^^ 

Although Watkins is no longer anonymous, this e-mail answer does not address her 
directly. Instead she is "shown" the message and its "technical-sounding" responses 
to her concerns by an unidentified person who also asks if she is "satisfied." Instead 
of being pacified, Watkins responds viscerally and compares herself to a witness report¬ 
ing child abuse instead of corporate malfeasance. 

Among the three Time Persons of the Year, FBI Special Agent Coleen Rowley most 
clearly adopts the whistle-blower persona in her epistolary discourse. At the end of 
her thirteen-page letter to FBI Director Robert Mueller, Rowley concludes, "Although 
I would hope it is not necessary, I would therefore wish to take advantage of the federal 
'Whistleblower Protection' provisions by so characterizing my remarks." As the Min¬ 
neapolis Chief Division Counsel who handled the pre-September 11 investigation of 
the alleged twentieth hijacker Zacarias Moussaoui, Rowley is uniquely situated to chal¬ 
lenge Mueller's authority, which she does. Unlike Watkins' unsigned and undated 
missive, Rowley assumes the ethos of one familiar with professional decorum by using 
all the markers of business correspondence from salutation to signature. 

However Rowley reveals that she is also—to some extent—a naive correspondent in 
the rhetorical situation of approaching a figure of paternal authority. As she asserts, 
"I have never written to an FBI Director in my life before on any topic." She further 
indicates that her disenfranchised class and gender identity should be important to 
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those who interpret her letter-writing motives. As Rowley explains herself, "1 have also 
been lucky to have had four children during my time in the FBI and am the sole 
breadwinner of a family of slx."^^ As a female writer she uses the grammatical construc¬ 
tion of "having had" children to indicate her literal labor of giving birth, and the 
mathematics of supporting a "family of six" on a civil servant's income would suggest 
that Rowley has overcome significant socioeconomic disadvantages as well. 

Rhetorical criticism about epistolary discourse frequently focuses on the writer's 
ethos, the projected credibility and character of the author in a given situation. From 
the historical context of Toby Ditz's interpretation of merchants' letters in colonial 
Pennsylvania'"* to the close reading of a soldier's letter from the Vietnam War by John 
Poulakos,'^ analysis of ethos in real-world letter-writing has obvious advantages for 
critics who want to examine how identity formation and discursive practice are 
related. Analyzing the discourse of whistle-blowers similarly involves looking at how 
writers construct a speaking self that will be judged by the reader to be singular, 
authentic, and trustworthy. 

Despite her protestations to subservience, Rowley is significantly more direct in her 
ad hominem attack on her addressee than Watkins is with Lay. By the second para¬ 
graph, Rowley confronts her organizational chief bluntly: "To get to the point, 1 have 
deep concerns that a delicate and subtle shading/skewing of facts by you and others 
at the highest levels of FBI management has occurred and is occurring." Rowley's 
concentrated mix of abnegation and confrontation in her writing style is perhaps best 
represented by a sentence like "With all due respect, this statement is as bad as the 
first!" Rowley poses fewer questions than Watkins, and she sometimes punctuates 
them with both a question mark and a mark of exclamation ("?!"). These ejaculatory 
sentences defy Mueller's authority and ridicule his plan to create an "FBI Supersquad." 
Some of Rowley's most trenchant criticism is reserved for her "Notes" section, which 
includes a definition of "careerism" from Webster's dictionary and an account of her 
initial personal reactions to the disaster of September 11. 

By definition, of course, whistle-blowers' letters are generally more one-sided than 
conventional letters. The rhetorical dynamic of traditional epistolary exchange assumes 
response, what Janet Gurkin Altman calls the essential "reciprocality"'^ in which to 
"write a letter is not only to define oneself in relationship to a particular you; it is also 
an attempt to draw that you into becoming the 1 of a new statement."'® However, 
sending a whistle-blowing letter demands an administrative act, not a speech act, in 
response. 

In the FBI whistle-blower case, Rowley lets her presumed reader Mueller see that she 
has composed her argument carefully and that she deliberates even as she writes: "The 
term 'cover up' would be too strong a characterization which is why 1 am attempting 
to carefully (and perhaps over laboriously) choose my words here." Of course, by even 
mentioning the term "cover up," she affixes the damaging label to Mueller's behavior. 
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even though she qualifies the word as "too strong a characterization." Mueller's altera¬ 
tions of language for rheforical purposes in his discourse, specifically in what Rowley 
identifies as his "Congressional testimony and public comments," are depicted in her 
letter as "facts.. . omitted, downplayed, glossed over and/or mis-characterized" for 
"improper political reasons." 

In contrast, Rowley describes her own rhetoric as "from the heart" and "completely 
apolitical," although she also describes herself as one who is mindful of the rhetorical 
situation in which she composes texts. What 1 find particularly interesting about 
Rowley's metadiscourse in her letter to Mueller is the contradictory attitude toward 
the genre of e-mail expressed within it. 1 am positing a reading of Rowley's text in 
which e-mail, unlike the larger frame of her conventional epistolary discourse, is pre¬ 
sented as primarily arhetorical—either because electronic mail lacks the necessary 
deliberative character of traditional correspondence or because it completely consum¬ 
mates any given exchange by speaking for itself. 

The first time Rowley discusses e-mail in her letter to Mueller (in numbered item 
4), she is describing her own activities as a writer in the context of her position in the 
Minneapolis office at the FBf. 

In one of my peripheral roles on the Moussaoui matter, I answered an e-mail message on August 
22, 2001, from an attorney at the National Security Law Unit (NSLU). Of course, with (ever 
important!) 20-20 hindsight, 1 now wish 1 had taken more time and care to compose my 
response. When asked hy NSLU for my "assessment of (our) chances of getting a criminal warrant 
to search Moussaoui's computer," I answered, "Although 1 think there's a decent chance of being 
able to get a judge to sign a criminal search warrant, our USAO seems to have an even higher 
standard much of the time, so rather than risk it, I advised that they should try the other 
route." . . . What I meant by this pithy e-mail response, was that although I thought probable 
cause existed ... I thought our United States Attorney's Office . . . might turn us down.'’ 

As she looks back at this e-mail written in the month prior to the September 11 attacks, 
Rowley expresses her wish that she had "taken more time and care to compose my 
response." She also offers reader Mueller what she considers to be a more complete 
interpretation of what she "meant by this pithy e-mail response." Implicitly she is 
blaming the communicative context of e-mail communication, while also deflecting 
attention from her own rheforic and expertise (alluded to by references to her "answer," 
her "assessment," and her "advice") by directing her reader's scrutiny to the rhetoric 
of fhe U.S. Attorney's office, which potentially "turns down" the local FBI office. 

Although her e-mail is "pithy," Rowley is implying that it is still a poor record of 
her communicative intentions for two reasons: insufficient "time" and insufficient 
"care." The first factor, the temporal acceleration that is characteristic of the near- 
instantaneous transmissions of information in digital culture, has certainly been 
important in the theoretical work of Virilio, Casfells, and Baudrillard. On the level of 
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everyday practices, as Hawisher and Moran point out, "rapid turnaround" is "charac¬ 
teristic of the medium.Of course, time is not the only factor that garbles electronic 
communication. Sproull and Kiesler note that "although computer-based communica¬ 
tions may permanently archive all electronic messages, people perceive the experience 
of sending and receiving messages as an ephemeral one.... When people perceive 
communication to be ephemeral, the stakes of communication seem smaller."^' Rowley 
obviously saved the relevant e-mails or had access to the archive, because she can 
quote from both sides of her electronic exchange with the NSLU, but it is only with 
"20-20 hindsight" that she can appreciate the magnitude of the communication error 
that took place. 

Agent Rowley's regret about her careless writing of this e-mail demonstrates 
Hawisher and Moran's main point as pedagogues: it is critical to teach the skills of 
electronic rhetoric, particularly when writers are either overinvested in rapid response 
or underinvested in careful deliberation. Although e-mail is increasingly the main 
channel of official communication in many fields, few professionals encounter specific 
instruction about composing in the new genre during the course of their chosen 
careers. 

Although Rowley presents herself as ill-prepared for the communicative tasks 
that she must undertake and shows the genre of e-mail to be subject to misinter¬ 
pretation, just a few paragraphs later, she reverses herself and validates the role of 
e-mail in documenting institutional memory. In her second discussion of the genre 
(in numbered item 6), she presents electronic mail as a reliable representation of 
the historical record, one that is superior to representations of "live" face-to-face 
contact. 

Eventually on August 28, 2001, after a series of e-mails between Minneapolis and FBIHQ, which 
suggest that the FBIHQ SSA deliberately further undercut the FISA effort by not adding the further 
intelligence Information which he had promised to add that supported Moussaoul's foreign 
power connection and making several changes in the wording of the information that had been 
provided by the Minneapolis Agent, the Minneapolis agents were notified that the NSLU Unit 
Chief did not think there was sufficient evidence of Moussaoul's connection to a foreign power. 
Minneapolis personnel are, to this date, unaware of the specifics of the verbal presentations 
by the FBIHQ SSA to NSLU . .. Obviously verbal presentations are far more susceptible to mis- 
characterization and error . . . The e-mail communications between Minneapolis and FBIHQ, 
however, speak for themselves and there are far better witnesses than me who can provide their 
first hand knowledge of fhese events characterized in one Minneapolis agent's e-mail as FBIHQ 
is "setting this up for failure. 

While face-to-face verbal presentations with a high degree of vividness and interac¬ 
tivity are, according to Rowley, "far more susceptible to mis-characterization and 
error," e-mail communications with considerably less "telepresence"^^ can "speak for 
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themselves" as "far better witnesses." Although Rosalind Picard and other specialists 
in affective computing have argued that e-mail is an "affect-limited form of commu¬ 
nication" with the added disadvantage that the "mood of the recipient" affects the 
"perception of tone," Rowley presents it as an objective record that conveys a large 
amount of information to investigators.^^ 

Rowley's depiction of the interpretive transparency of e-mail has two decidedly dif¬ 
ferent aspects: in one case, e-mail poorly represents Rowley's admirable intention to 
assist her peers and the public; in the other situation, e-mail precisely and unambigu¬ 
ously presents the nefarious designs of central FBI managers to capitalize on hierarchi¬ 
cal relationships of power by "changing wording" and creating a rhetorical context 
for "setting this up for failure." I would argue that Rowley's distinctions about the 
truth value of e-mail are significant, although she is obviously making a self-interested 
argument that instructs the implied reader to read her e-mail differently from the e- 
mail of others. 

Furthermore, I would suggest that Rowley's bifurcated attitude about the genre of 
electronic mail is analogous to similarly conflicting assumptions about how "rich" or 
"lean" a medium e-mail is, which are linked to the fact that e-mail is perceived as a 
hybrid genre that functions differently in different contexts. In other words, in certain 
cases it is perceived as speech that functions in the highly contingent temporal present 
of a dialogue between parties, and in other cases, it seems to be treated as a time- 
stamped print record of chronological facts that can be understood in absolute terms. 
About this hybridity, Ellen Strenski writes: 

That the electronic medium is hybrid is obvious. The hybrid qualities of the resulting electronic 
text, however, are not so apparent and are worth examining more closely. Clearly, e-mail format 
is novel: part-memo, part post-it, part-letter, part-answering machine transcript. But e-messages 
are hybrid in an even more radical way. Particularly deserving of attention are two special fea¬ 
tures: the distinctive logic governing the organization of these messages, and the special collab¬ 
orative quality of the interactive exchange that renders these texts meaningful... In e-mail as 
in dreams, the organizing principle is association rather than demonstration, metonymy rather 
than metaphor. 

Although e-mail may be a genre of "association rather than demonstration" in 
Strenski's view, Rowley affirms that it shows perhaps more powerfully than it tells. 

Specifically, Rowley appears to make a legalistic distinction between testimony and 
evidence that could conceivably be important for other policy scandals in which e- 
mail must be interpreted in the context of a larger public sphere. If judged as testi¬ 
mony, the disembodied words of an absent speaking subject are inadmissible as 
hearsay. If judged as evidence, the logic goes, e-mail has certain technical features that 
make it appear as conclusive as a tapped phone call. 

In particular, I am suggesting that Rowley's default assumptions about e-mail could 
be significant for beginning to understand the larger role of electronic epistolary 
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exchange in a range of recent public policy scandals. For example, leaked e-mail from 
the UN headquarters in Cheltenham and from U.S. detention facilities in Abu Ghraib 
or Guantanamo has similarly been presumed to "speak for itself," even when it is 
presented without its surrounding rhetorical context. Although the whistle-blowers of 
2002 didn't use e-mail as a tool for presenting arguments for change to the authorities, 
e-mail was already serving a central role in many whistle-blowing efforts as evidence 
of alleged wrongdoing. 

During the 2005 Hurricane Katrina disaster in New Orleans, one prominent govern¬ 
ment official's e-mail worsened the image of the White House significantly because of 
its general frivolity of tone and the fact that it seemed to indicate that the head of 
the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Michael Brown, was frequently 
more concerned with style than substance in his role as a public figure. Brown's cynical 
one-to-one communications contrasted sharply from his seemingly heartfelt one-to- 
many media appearances in which he expressed empathy for the plight of the endan¬ 
gered and dispossessed. In contrast to his magnanimous diction in public, private 
messages exchanged with aides and colleagues often emphasized Brown’s personal 
appearance and individual comfort. Probably his most famous e-mail was one sent to 
the chief of FEMA's public relations as a follow-up to this either narcissistic or self- 
deprecating message about his outfit, which he would wear in news coverage: "got it 
at Nordstroms . . . Are you proud of me?” An hour later. Brown wrote in a frequently 
reprinted e-mail that he was wearing "lovely FEMA attire" that showed him to be "a 
fashion god." In his joking with the recipient. Brown added, "you'll really vomit." In 
fact. Brown's electronic mail was so damning that the Center for Public Integrity 
published 928 pages of e-mail messages to and from the FEMA chief.^*’ One message 
with the subject line "Sounds like you have a good signal there" from Brown to his 
chief of staff reads like a self-absorbed microblogging status line: "Yes, sitting in the 
chair, putting mousse in my hair.” In an interview with the center. Brown complained 
that the e-mails released "do not paint an accurate picture of his efforts during the 
disaster," because "additional e-mails—chiefly those sent to the White House and 
senior Department of Homeland Security (DHS) officials—were withheld, making the 
record an unfair reflection. 

In fact, the hundreds of pages in Brown's entire e-mail record reveal a slightly more 
complicated story about his history as a prominent electronic correspondent. For 
example. Brown frequently engages in e-mail metadiscourse in the released docu¬ 
ments, particularly when he becomes defensive about his e-mail responsiveness. At 
one point he explains, "sorry 1 cannot respond to the literally hundreds of emails 
arriving in my inbox from the general public." At another time he expresses pride in 
managing his inbox with decorum and concern: "I don't know you; and I'm certain 
you don’t know me. I have read all of your emails as they've arrived." As a general 
pattern. Brown also seems to have difficulty with exchanges in which he can't respond 
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in kind and simply mirror the sender's sentiments. For example, his answers to e-mails 
mentioning religious sentiments do not show those feelings to he necessarily recipro¬ 
cated hy Brown. 

Brown's "fashion god" gaffe was perceived to be so serious that the how-to neti¬ 
quette book Send: The Essential Guide to E-mail for Office and Home begins with a series 
of three regrettable e-mails written by the FEMA director.^® Much of this popular trade 
book is concerned with how to properly observe recognized, although relatively new, 
conventions of e-mail politeness and how to send difficult types of e-mail to handle 
apologies or reject requests graciously. However, the authors of this how-to book for 
civilians also devote considerable attention to government e-mail and messages from 
policy makers, which range from the e-mail apology sent by Pope John Paul 11 over 
injustices committed by clergy in Oceania to the altering of forwarded e-mail by 
scandal-plagued lobbyist Jack Abramoff. 

However, when federal employees are most careful to observe decorum in e-mail 
communication, it can obliterate the value of the genre as a method of rapid and 
confrontational disaster mitigation. For example, investigators of the crash of the 
space shuttle Columbia have looked closely at e-mail exchanges between engineers, 
since poor communication was identified as a contributing factor in the disastrous 
accident. In the subsequent investigation, one of the most famous e-mails appears to 
be one that was never sent, from Rodney Rocha, one of the chief engineers at NASA. 
His discouragement with the genre is understandable, given how ineffective it had 
proved to be for him in his whistle-blowing efforts. On the fourth day of the Columbia 
flight, Rocha had sent an e-mail asking if the crew would be visually inspecting the 
left wing for damage caused by foam striking the vehicle during takeoff. He never 
received an answer to this e-mail. By the sixth day, Rocha was using the e-mail channel 
primarily to express his exasperation with the lack of serious responses to his continu¬ 
ing requests for damage assessment. In the same e-mail, he asks, "Can we petition 
(beg) for outside agency assistance?"^^ Although the message was addressed to three 
people and copied to three others, the Columbia Accident Investigation Board faulted 
Rocha with "routing the request through the Engineering department," which "led in 
part to it being viewed by Shuttle Program managers as a non-critical engineering 
desire rather than a critical operational need." Shortly after being informed via e-mail 
that no outside imaging help would be requested, Rocha sat down and began to 
compose the following message: 

In my humble technical opinion, this is the wrong (and bordering on irresponsible) answer from 
the SSP and orbiter not to request additional imaging help from any outside source. 1 must 
emphasize (again) that severe enough damage (3 or 4 multiple tiles knocked out down to the 
densification layer) combined with the heating and resulting damage to the underlying structure 
at the most critical location (viz. MLG Door/wheels/tires/hydraulics or the X1191 spar cap) 
could present potentially grave hazards. The engineering team will admit it might not achieve 
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definitive high confidence answer even with additional images, but without action to request 
help clarify the damage visually, we will guarantee it will not. 

Can we talk to Frank Benz before Friday's MMT? Remember the NASA safety posters around the 
site stating "if it's not safe, say so"? Yes, its that serious. 

Rodney Rocha 

Structural Engineering Division (ES-SED) 

— ES Div, Chief Engineer (Space Shuttle DGE) 

— Chair, Space Shuttle Loads & Dynamics Panel 
Mail Code ES2 Phone 281-483-8889 
[Handwritten note] 

"Draft Memo 

Not sent through email 

Discussed with Carlisle Campbell and ES management"^” 

Rocha uses many of the rhetorical flourishes of a traditional whistle-hlower. He debases 
himself by referring to his "humble technical opinion." He expresses the questions 
that he raises as the questions of others. He references traditional print ephemera by 
mentioning the NASA safety poster. And yet ultimately no e-mail was sent by Rocha 
that day, although the report claims that he did print out his message and show it to 
others in the face-to-face office sifuation. In explaining the rationale for not sending 
his warning, Rocha told investigators that "he did not want to jump the chain of 
command" and he felf that he should "defer to management's judgment. 

Looking back on their electronic discourse about potential safety issues, the NASA 
employees often describe their e-mail by using terms equally applicable to oral con¬ 
versations, words such as "discuss" or "talk." Although these engineers communicate 
in an environment of extreme governmental surveillance, as the record of precise 
screen shots of fhe compufers of NASA workers in the actual process of composing 
e-mails indicates, peer-to-peer models of communication serve as the dominant 
paradigm (although frequent cc'ing indicates that others on the hierarchical ladder 
are also often included in the conversation). In the official report on the catastrophe, 
e-mail is a key part of the narrative. The e-mail record also reveals the office culture 
of NASA and the dissemination of visual ephemera, such as cartoons. Abbreviations 
and acronyms that serve as examples of what the report calls "NASA language" are 
frequently translated, along with more common Internet chat expressions such as 
"FYl." Members of the doomed but frequently oblivious crew were also e-mailed as 
part of the larger circuit of exchanges. On at least one occasion astronauts onboard 
were sent videos of fhe foam debris incident that would be identified as the main 
cause for the spacecraft's failure. They would be unaware that engineers were exchang¬ 
ing e-mails with all-caps messages that talked about "pucker strings pulled tight" 
among NASA bigshots and the fact that they would not "let a loved one land like 
that."^^ 
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E-mail now is frequently cited as evidence in criminal trials, and recent high-profile 
convictions indicate that regrettable e-mail can be taken as compelling evidence by 
juries. Since the Iran-Contra scandals of 1986, government officials have destroyed 
thousands of official e-mails in various attempts to avoid prosecution or legislative 
oversight. Because of the perceived evidentiary character of e-mail, it is frequently 
used as evidence by whistle-blowing organizations that are using websites to expose 
human rights abuses or government corruption. For example, the American Civil 
Liberties Union posted fifty-four e-mails from the Federal Bureau of Investigation that 
dealt with harsh interrogation techniques used on terrorism suspects and justifications 
for these procedures from the executive branch of government. 

Of course, some whistle-blowers dispense with one-to-one communication entirely 
and favor websites designed for the public rather than private e-mails to policy makers. 
A few websites that are established by federal whistle-blowers themselves include 
documents and media stories about government scandals. For example, Turkish- 
American translator Sibel Edmonds is associated with the Just a Citizen website, which 
disputes the use of the "state secrets" provision to quash objections raised by whistle¬ 
blowers about security breaches, inefficiencies, and bureaucratic slowdowns that 
took place after the 9/11 attacks.^'* On her website, Edmonds is shown demurely 
seated on a couch in a black dress. In addition to journalistic pieces about her case, 
links to a French film about Edmonds entitled Kill the Messenger, and comments 
from legislators and the kin of victims in defense of her reputation, Edmonds includes 
her personal correspondence addressed to congressional chairs and officials in 
the Department of Justice and Department of Defense that is delivered by the postal 
service. 

Other websites obsure the ethos of the whistle-blower to protect the anonymity of 
sources that provide whistle-blowing documents and emphasize collective intelligence 
over individual credibility, flowever, the multiple authorship structure that such sites 
often deploy poses risks in representing a number of personal agendas and rhetorical 
motivations simultaneously. Furthermore, online disclosure of some kinds of whistle¬ 
blowing documents—such as the contents of secret police files from the Stasi in the 
former East Germany—is not considered to be feasible because of significant privacy 
concerns about disclosure; victims or unrelated parties could have highly confidential 
personal information revealed on the Internet. 

For example, the website Wikileaks was temporarily closed down by a judge's order 
after it published records that seemed to indicate that a bank in the Cayman Islands 
was involved in possible tax evasion and money laundering. A representative from 
the bank complained to the news media of possible "harm from the widespread dis¬ 
semination of private and confidential banking information, including account 
numbers, personal identification numbers, account transactions and history, and 
account balances," which could cause "identity theft and electronic theft of account 
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balances" after a "disgruntled employee" posted the documents.However, the Elec¬ 
tronic Frontier Foundation was ultimately successful in a legal challenge to the judge's 
shutdown of the entire site via the internet service provider that was hosting the 
Wikileaks.org domain, which an editorial in the New York Times compared to "shutting 
down a newspaper because of objections to one article."^*’ Other documents on the 
multilingual and multinational Wikileaks site include official information about U.S. 
federal guidelines for the treatment of detainees in terrorism cases, materials about 
corruption in Kenya and Bermuda, and the numbering systems used for NATO equip¬ 
ment.^^ The site interface used the familiar tabs of "article," "discussion," and "history" 
from Wikipedia, along with a tab for "view source." 

Soon after Wikileaks was launched in December 2006, it inspired a watchdog group 
that often wrote critically about the site and the hundreds of thousands of documents 
that it published online. WikiLeak.org characterized itself as a "discussion blog about 
the ethical and technical issues" of the Wikileaks project. This site apparently main¬ 
tained a certain amount of critical distance from its object of study, because it described 
itself as "not yet affiliated with the secretive and media manipulative" wiki for "mass 
document leaking."^® However, during the legal troubles that Wikileaks faced and its 
highly publicized forced blackout in the United States, the once-critical WikiLeak.org 
blog listed the domain names of mirror sites for the whistle-blowing original to help 
visitors find documents, relevant articles, and position papers that the Wikileaks.org 
site had made available. 

Online video has also become a prominent medium for whistle-blowers, although it 
manifests some of the same conflicts between its evidentiary and testimonial qualities 
that 1 have described to be at issue in the digital rhetoric of e-mail. In other words, 
often online video is not used by its creators as a means of intentional communication 
with the public to diffuse or discourage abuses, scandals, or disasters in the making. 
For example, human rights advocate Sam Gregory asks if "intention" should "matter 
any more." As he points out, "the most salient 'human rights' videos that have gener¬ 
ated action recently have been shot by perpetrators."^^ As evidence, Gregory lists 
"torture videos by Egyptian police or the Malaysian Squatgate footage—or for that 
matter Abu Ghraib or the Saddam execution videos." Much like the e-mails released in 
reports about the Hurricane Katrina or Columbia debacles, these videos were not initially 
intended to be seen by others. They were private communications to be disseminated 
only among brutalizers, much as the largely one-to-one electronic mail messages were 
only supposed to be destined for those within the inner circles of incompetence, impo¬ 
tence, image maintenance, or conspiracy in the U.S. federal government. 

Of course, not all whistle-blowing online video is produced by parties on the 
wrong side of the ethical divide, particularly since the "vlog" format often emphasizes 
the pose of a person speaking directly into the camera. In the YouTube video 
"Guantanamo Unclassified," a lawyer for detainee Adel Hamad shows interviews 
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with defenders of his client who dispute the U.S. government's case that Hamad is 
an A1 Qaeda supporter. The video emphasizes its testimonial authority by opening 
with footage of attorney William Teesdale that is actually shot on the shores of 
Guantanamo Bay, where his client is detained.Another YouTube video shows a 
Lockheed Martin engineer who had worked on a contract for the U.S. Coast Guard 
detailing his safety and security concerns about the project in an extended first-person 
statement.'*^ AT&T whistle-blower Mark Klein speaks out on "retroactive immunity 
and domestic surveillance” on Senator Christopher Dodd's YouTube channel.'*^ 

However, as Sam Gregory argues, in many parts of the world allowing one's personal 
identity to be revealed could have fatal consequences, given the history of human 
rights abuses by authoritarian regimes. Gregory operates The Hub, a video-sharing site 
maintained by Witness.org, an international group for human rights and civil society 
initiatives. Gregory, a documentary filmmaker who produced work shot in conflict 
zones in Burma, not only provides his subjects with cameras and a venue for publiciz¬ 
ing human rights and civil liberties violations and antidemocratic practices around 
the world, but also emphasizes connections to advocacy and concrete action that can 
be taken by those who have seen what the witnesses have shared online. As Gregory 
points out, using computer and social networks to foster initiatives for civil society 
can have consequences for the protection of his subjects' privacy and anonymity as 
well.^^ Gregory asserts that those who shoot video in conflict zones must be made 
aware of negative as well as positive possible consequences. Practices involved in 
informed consent are detailed in a chapter on "Safety and Security" in a book on Video 
for Change that Gregory's group produced.‘‘‘‘ Even if online filmmakers do not show 
their faces, information about IP addresses and computer-mediated communication 
can be used to track down whistle-blowers. 

In the United States, undercover reporting has also been an important strategy in 
online video linked to whistle-blowing cases, particularly for organizations involved 
in animal rights issues. In February 2008, digital video shot by The Humane Society 
of the United States (HSUH) of the treatment of sick, so-called downer cows spurred 
the largest beef recall in American history after clips propagated across the web. The 
recall targeted the Westland corporation, the number two supplier of beef to the school 
lunch program. As an example of witness journalism, the extremely graphic footage 
taken by the HSUS investigator, which shows live cows being dragged by chains or 
abused by forklifts, seems to have been enabled by smaller digital video recording 
devices that obviously escaped notice by his coworkers.Although perceived as less 
influential to U. S. policy makers. People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA) 
has also tried to use online video and new mobile technologies to raise the profile of 
animal rights issues by showing chicken processing facilities in which a bored under¬ 
class of workers abuse the animals on the production line.'*'’ 
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E-mail archives, document wikis, and online video channels are not the only ways 
that electronic whistle-blowing is facilitated by the Internet. New data visualization 
and geotagging technologies can emphasize the geographic distribution of possible 
activities that merit whistle-blowing attention by emphasizing the neighborhoods in 
which otherwise invisible activities of political influence or unjustified redistribution 
of public wealth may be taking place. In connection with the 2007 Farm Bill, the 
Environmental Working Group created the Farm Subsidy Database, which revealed 
that many who were collecting federal subsidies lived far from agricultural areas.The 
large progressive political blog The Huffington Post published a map of donors during 
the 2008 presidential election that showed where donors lived in specific regions of 
the country and how much they gave to individual candidates.^® The Sunlight Foun¬ 
dation has created a map showing otherwise unreviewed and anonymous earmarks 
that may be attached to appropriations bills going through Congress.In the Federal 
Funding Accountability and Transparency Act of 2006, this principle was generalized 
to authorize a government website to be launched in 2008 that would show where 
earmarks originate.Such sites maintain a dispassionate neutrality in their spatial 
representation of numerical data and insist on their nonpartisan character. 

Electronic communication's rapidity, broad access to channels of power, and global 
reach would seem to challenge existing institutional structures of political power in a 
number of ways. But in order to change public opinion in the long term, it is also 
important to take note of why some efforts at digital rhetoric are more successful than 
others and why some are perceived as having more credibility or sustained viability. 
In the tradition of English common law in which American jurisprudence is grounded, 
there is a right of confrontation built into the process of accusation. To bear witness 
is grounded in two acts of vision: the witness must see some wrong and visually 
apprehend it personally, and then he or she must testify to that wrong and be willing 
to be seen by the accused.®^ When videotaped or closed-circuit testimony was first 
allowed in certain U.S. courtrooms, it faced a number of legal challenges that went 
all the way up to the Supreme Court, where Justice Scalia complained that such pro¬ 
cedures may be only "virtually constitutional."®^ Computer-mediated communication 
poses a number of similar challenges. It represents simultaneously action and text, 
speech and written code, the immediate and mediated, first-person appeals and third- 
person operations, and a number of hybridized expressions that often situate it some¬ 
where between testimony and evidence. 



7 Submit and Render: Digital Satires about Surveillance and 
Authentication 


On Saturday, October 28, 2006, Indiana University graduate student Christopher 
Soghoian returned home around lunchtime to find his front door wide open. The 
window of the young computer scientist's apartment had been smashed, and there 
was glass scattered around the entranceway. Many valuable items—computers, hard 
drives, music CDs, and passports—had been taken. The place had been ransacked, and 
what was not of inferest to the intruders had just been dumped out onto the floor. 
Immediately Soghoian called the local Bloomington police department to report the 
break-in. Officers came to the scene only to leave again when they found the search 
warrant from the U.S. District Court of Southern Indiana duct-taped to the kitchen 
table. Soghoian was told that he was on his own and that law enforcement wouldn't 
be searching for any criminals on his behalf.^ 

Federal agents had seized Soghoian's property because a few days earlier he had 
posted an online PHP form that would generate look-alike versions of aufhentic North¬ 
west Airlines boarding passes. Soghoian's intention in making "Chris's Northwest 
Airlines Boarding Pass Generator” available was to publicize a vulnerability in the 
airport screening procedures of fhe Transportation Security Administration (TSA). The 
authorities felt that the novelty-seeking Internet audience that Soghoian reached with 
his boarding pass generator could have used his device for purposes other than the 
three that he suggested on his blog: (1) the pro-social "Meet your elderly grandparents 
at the gate," (2) the self-interested "'Upgrade' yourself once on the airplane—by print¬ 
ing another boarding pass for a tickef you're already purchased, only this time, in 
Business Class," and (3) his main suggestion to his fellow netizens: "Demonstrafe that 
the TSA Boarding Pass/ID check is useless."^ During the short period of fime that his 
generator was accessible and operational, over 35,000 people visited Soghoian's 
website, entered some text, and then hit a button icon that would personalize their 
Northwest boarding passes as they chose. How many actually printed out these docu¬ 
ments or tried to use them at an airport Soghoian would never know, but authorities 
felt that his generator posed a serious threat to public safety that merited separate 
legal interventions by two federal agencies. 
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Soghoian's story of finding himself in serious trouble with the law is about more 
than a one-time intrusion of the state into an individual's private life or retaliation 
for the actions of a single hacker fomenting revolt against authority. The larger rhetoric 
surrounding the competing ideologies represented in the raid on the Bloomington 
apartment shows how the surveillance and automation made possible by computa¬ 
tional media can be used to reinforce existing institutional hierarchies, and yet these 
same digital tools in the hands of empowered political subjects can be employed to 
subvert the authentication processes, security protocols, and data-mining functions 
of the very federal agencies that police the public. More generally, this narrative dis¬ 
plays the anxieties of government officials toward the interactivity offered (or deferred) 
by the interfaces that are now in the hands of their citizens, from simple online forms 
to sophisticated digital design interfaces with layers and timelines such as Photoshop 
and Flash. 

As Congress misunderstood the meaning of the Sonicjihad fan film described in 
the first chapter of this book—which turned out to be an example of harmless online 
ephemera, although it was at first taken by government consultants and elected 
representatives to be a videogame for "terrorist training"—federal officials seemed to 
manifest a similar form of media illiteracy in Soghoian's case by overreacting to his 
online boarding pass generator. Both of these limited interactivity electronic arti¬ 
facts—the fan film and the web generator—became associated with criminality and, 
by extension, terrorism. Even though these Internet satires that involved remixing or 
coding digital content were embedded in recognizable discursive practices associated 
with game forums in one case and blogging among hackers in the other, government 
officials could not understand the workings of their media ecologies and so rushed to 
judgment. 

Why are fan cultures and hacker cultures particularly suspicious to institutional 
policy makers? While fans are seen as parasitic and lacking in content-creation abili¬ 
ties, hackers are seen as devious and likely to subvert the deliberative practices that 
others engage in openly and honestly. In other words, both groups are portrayed in 
print and broadcast culture as bad citizens who abuse existing power relationships. 
Academics, such as Henry Jenkins, may try to explain these alternative paradigms of 
citizenship to lawmakers by applying a heuristic of "participatory culture,"^ but mis- 
communication persists in spite of these frequent attempts at translation by public 
intellectuals. Unfortunately, this anxiety-driven suspicion perpetuates a reactive, 
piecemeal information strategy on the government's part, along with a philosophy 
about technology that emphasizes instrumentalism and proprietary ownership and a 
deep distrust of the everyday digital practices of average citizens. 

The capabilities of new digital tools not only push at the limits of the enforcement 
of legal codes, but also they put tolerance of communal norms to the test. Forms of 
political speech that may be deemed offensive to some, according to more ossified 
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community standards, can be facilitated by the hybrid discourses that these computer- 
mediated operations and interfaces enable and find receptive audiences on the Inter¬ 
net. In other words, an ability to manipulate the content of digital files risks breaching 
certain social contracts while forging others. In this environment, web generators, 
such as Soghoian's, can become an important genre for social and political satire. In 
particular, web generators can serve as a vehicle for pointed critiques of the ideologies 
of freedom that drive both the economic salesmanship and the modes of supposedly 
individualized expression associated with the Internet in general and the user-generated 
content of Web 2.0 in particular. 

Authenticating the Authenticators 

The authorities investigated Soghoian because soon after his generator went up. 
Representative Edward Markey of Massachusetts was calling upon the presidential 
administration of George W. Bush "to investigate, apprehend those responsible, shut 
down the website, and warn airlines and aviation security officials."^ Although he 
later apologized for pushing prosecution rather than commendation for Soghoian,^ 
Congressman Markey initially told ABC News that there were "enough loopholes 
at the backdoor of our passenger airplanes from not scanning cargo for bombs; we 
should not tolerate any new loopholes making it easier for terrorists to get into 
the front door of a plane."*’ Soghoian may have considered posting the boarding 
pass generator to his blog to be a logical extension of his First Amendment right to 
criticize the government and a form of political speech, but Markey saw the graduate 
student's action as an intentional security breach that only exacerbated existing 
breaches. 

Ironically, Soghoian credits an even more senior elected official than Markey with 
providing step-by-step online instructions for an actual plan, using digitally produced 
documents, for terrorist implementation at an airport. In 2005, a year and a half 
earlier. Senator Charles Schumer published a detailed scenario on his official website 
that describes an attacker using online check-in to print out a boarding pass and then 
create "a second almost identical boarding pass" that has been electronically manipu¬ 
lated "either by scanning or altering the original image, depending on the airline 
system and the technology" a person on the terrorist watch list "uses at home.”^ 

Schumer's instructions reiterated information that had already appeared in Slate 
magazine, where a journalist explained how Microsoft Publisher could be used to 
create an additional boarding pass for someone named "Serious Threat" in about ten 
minutes.® With similar hyperbole, in Schumer's scenario the potentially dangerous 
person is named "Joe Terror." Soghoian’s step-by-step plan had twice as many steps as 
Schumer's and the fraudulent passenger's watch list name was "Ali Terrorist." In the 
accompanying blog post, Soghoian said that it was "trivially easy" and the work of 
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BOARDING PASS 1 


Name; BIN LADEN OSAMA 

Frequent flyer Nbr: NW4040822068 

E-Ticket Mbr: _ 794569806659 

Seat: 07 -C |G8te: A10- Gate nuiy chaiuje. check monitois 

Date: 260CT2006 
Flight: NW7305 

Depart; Indianapolis. IN 10;50AM 

Arrive: Washington - Reagan Natl 1:30PM 


Figure 7.1 

Boarding Pass Generator sample. Courtesy of Christopher Soghoian. 


"20 seconds with a text-editor, and not even requiring you to open photoshop."^ On 
his blog Soghoian wrote that he had made the task even easier for his audience 
by creating an online generator because he "realized today that editing HTML, while 
easy enough for a geek, is still far too difficult for population at large.To similarly 
underline the ridiculousness of foiling actual terrorists with the pretense that mere 
visual recognition by a human screener could authenticate the printed code for 
mechanical scanning from a computer-generated document, the sample boarding pass 
on Soghoian's boarding pass site read "Osama bin Laden." 

In an interview, Soghoian said that publicizing this generator was also part of his 
protest against the widespread practice of what he called "feature creep." Although 
feature creep is generally associated with particular practices in software development, 
when product lines or project requirements are driven by an ever-expanding client 
wish list or the hyperactive imaginations of designers in the absence of user testing, 
Soghoian sees it as a broader tendency in information culture to ignore situational 
appropriateness and the historical circumstances in which a given technological solu¬ 
tion was created. He argues that urging feature creep is a particular practice of non¬ 
specialists in government organizations who rely on computerization to keep track of 
the citizens they supposedly serve. Soghoian claims that the limitations of a given 
system's features must be respected and the fact that computerized records are always 
designed from a particular context for a particular purpose must be remembered. He 
contends that too often policy makers give license to extend old features arbitrarily 
into new procedures whenever seemingly expedient. For example, Soghoian cites the 
use of Social Security numbers for legal identification as a similarly misguided repur¬ 
posing of discrefe data, in that a number designed only for record location for a specific 
federal benefits program became a universal system for authentication. In some ways, 
Soghoian would argue, the boarding pass case is even more ludicrous, since the federal 
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government is using an artifact of a private company to authenticate an individual’s 
identity, which is the reverse of the public-to-private Social Security case. 

In the era of highly constrained user-generated content and mass-market social 
media applications, weh generators like Soghoian's have become a standard, recogniz¬ 
able Internet genre. To computer users in the general public, these popular web-based 
forms seem both to create original verbal or visual online texts and to output data 
that conforms to specific and recognizable conventions. For example, the Church Sign 
Generator at a heavily trafficked site allows users to insert their own phrases into a 
stock photograph of a roadside church sign. The accompanying text explains that 
during the site's prehistory, the webmaster focused solely on photographing humorous 
church signs in the Austin, Texas, area, which he posted to his web log. As the blog 
gained more readers and even would-be contributors, the site owner began to receive 
doctored photos from imitators with invented messages to potential congregants and 
the public. To enable more of his readers to participate in these media-creation activi¬ 
ties that otherwise required some expert knowledge of proprietary software, such as 
the popular program Photoshop, he posted a PHP-based web generator to his site for 
personalizing the church signs. The basic instructions were simple: visitors to the 
webpage choose a sign, input text, and then receive a digital photograph with their 
individual language choices emblazoned on a church sign. 

The author of the Church Sign Generator explicitly invites the visitor to engage 
with his online content interactively to gratify a form of wish fulfillment that would 



Figure 7.2 

The church sign generator hy Ryland Sanders. Courtesy of Ryland Sanders. 
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be prohibited in the offline world, because social norms make such manipulation of 
the private property and public messages of others taboo: "Ever seen those signs in 
front of churches with the moveable letters? Ever wanted to rearrange the letters to 
make your own church sign? Well, now you can. Choose a design below, add your 
text, and a personalized church sign photo will be generated for you! Save it, send it 
to a friend, put on your website, or use it however you like. Enjoy!"“ Other conven¬ 
tionally forbidden activities of defacement that can be indulged in through web gen¬ 
erators include writing on blackboards, painting graffiti, and giving women tattoos. 

These web generators can also allow users to personalize signifiers of authority, 
education, or privilege by allowing visitors to put their own names on law enforce¬ 
ment badges, diplomas, military dog tags, and access passes. Similar hard goods have 
been available for a long time from cottage industries associated with themed enter¬ 
tainment, novelty products, monogramming, and photographic services. Like the 
earlier generation of custom artifacts, digitally generated objects can create institu¬ 
tional liabilities when they are taken to be authentic and thus invested with the power 
of cultural capital and even—in certain situations—unwarranted contractual or politi¬ 
cal legitimacy. 

Government agencies often display understandable anxiety about replication tech¬ 
nologies that can make forgeries of national currencies or official citizenship docu¬ 
ments much easier to attempt. In the United States, to forestall legislation and oversight 
efforts that would have regulated high-tech consumer electronics, manufacturers of 
xerographic color copiers incorporated algorithms designed to introduce "noise" into 
the distinctive microprinting common in banknotes or to use proprietary methods to 
encode traceable printer identification numbers in the documents that a given machine 
produces. The software program Photoshop similarly cooperates with authorities to 
prevent counterfeiting: "Adobe® Photoshop® software includes a counterfeit deter¬ 
rence system (CDS) that prevents the use of the product to illegally duplicate banknotes. 
As implemented, CDS prevents users from opening detailed images of banknotes 
within Photoshop. 

In contrast, web generators can be created by free agents with no profit motive 
and thus no corresponding need for public respectability. Yet convention dictates 
that convincing forgeries are rarely made by web generators. Although there is a 
generator for manufacturing plausible driver's license numbers from Florida, Illinois, 
and Wisconsin,'^ the genre as a whole tends to maintain sufficient mimetic distance, 
and thus law enforcement rarely becomes involved. Soghoian himself claims that his 
generator was primarily designed not for making forgeries but for rhetorical purposes: 
to publicize a serious airport security flaw that had gone uncorrected for years. 
Soghoian also notes that the Northwest boarding pass is not a state-issued piece of 
identification to begin with, since it originates in the customer service practices of a 
private corporation unaffiliated with the government or the TSA. 
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In fact, Soghoian's boarding pass generator is not the only computer program 
devoted to authenticating the authenticators, particularly since the verification of 
human authorship can be complicated by the advent of computational media. Very 
early in the history of literary and linguistic computing, programmers turned their 
attention to the synthesis of convincing syntax in natural language, and almost as 
quickly the texts generated by such programs were being used to test the discrimina¬ 
tory powers of human beings. By 1971, computer scientists were trumpeting the suc¬ 
cesses of poems like "The Meditation of IBM 1094-7040 DCS," which were culled from 
fragments gathered from random searches of poetry anthologies.Using this same 
poetry-generation program, a 1978 study asked college composition students to iden¬ 
tify which poems were written by a computer and which were written by a human 
being.^^ It turned out that students at Harvard, perhaps the most prestigious university 
in the country, were no more likely to be able to differentiate correctly between a 
poem by Philip Levine and computer-generated verse than were their less-privileged 
community college peers in the same study. Often these experiments with generators 
present new variations of the famed Turing Test, in which a person is supposed to 
guess if he or she is communicating with a person or with a computer.^*’ 

Such generators blur the highbrow/lowbrow distinctions that separate these 
programs from so-called literary electronic hypertexts. The same combinatorial 
procedures that are credited by elite artistic communities and new media creators— 
who trace their poetic lineages to the experimentalism of Dadism, Oulipo, Fluxus, 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry, or other aleatory forms of composition^^—can also operate 
in web generators with mass appeal, because this emphasis on modularity and vari¬ 
ability is manifested in many online web generators. The Dada Poetry Generator sug¬ 
gests cutting and pasting text from "an online article or newspaper for best results,"^® 
and Josh Larios, who programmed a poetry-writing generator called "Poetry Corner," 
says he drew his inspiration from his past experiences with online communities when 
he worked "for a company with a website for kids" that had a "bulletin board type of 
thing, where kids could write in and get 'published'" with content that was mostly 
poetry, some of which Larios faintly praises as "pretty good.. . for a 12 year old." 
Much of the poetry made by Larios's generator is written as a series of lowercase "I 
statements." The beginning of a representative sample reads: "i am the sun. brighter 
than / any star because of what we grow / up & do." 

With the advent of spam filters, a new genre of randomly generated text is increas¬ 
ingly likely to reach users' inboxes even without a trip to a generator website. Editorial 
opinion pieces in newspapers,'^ projects by digital artists,^® and pseudoacademic "insti¬ 
tutes"^' have all been devoted to celebrating, preserving, and archiving spam word 
combinations, which can produce surprisingly lyrical subject lines such as "Sound 
creates form, excruciating formal" and "Which talk or crew, not believe no nurse. 

In the daily lives of average consumers and workers, randomly generated poetry can 
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also be written with the aid of commercially produced hard goods available as novelty 
items for use in the home or office. Although magnetic poetry displayed on refrigera¬ 
tors and magnetic boards may still reify the intention and agency connected to tradi¬ 
tional poetics, there are poetry-makers who use dice or cards to increase the 
randomization of the resultant text as well. 

The products of the literary arts are not the only cultural objects presented for the 
tribute or ridicule of web generators. Similar algorithms for repetition and variation 
can also he applied to painterly computer-generated images, so that online audiences 
can imitate their favorite artists as well as poets such as Emily Dickinson^^ or William 
Carlos Williams.Sometimes these art generators are more gentle homages than 
harbed satires, which invite participation and play, as in the case of the Jackson Pollock 
Generator and the Modern Art Generator. However, even when famous artists are not 
presented as the butts of jokes, such web generators do suggest that particular aesthet¬ 
ics or styles that have established certain painterly brands or amassed the cultural 
capital for blockbuster shows may be lacking in artistic integrity. For example. The 
Warholizer can turn digital images of friends and family members into pictures remi¬ 
niscent of the '' 'assembly line' art" of Andy Warhol's repeating industrial silk-screened 
compositions of the 1960s,^^ and the simple automation of this photographic trans¬ 
formation might reinforce certain critical arguments that tend to dismiss Warhol's 
work as kitsch. 

Not surprisingly, academia is frequently another chosen foil for web generators, 
particularly if its theories and methodologies seem to have been petrified into easily 
assembled institutional cliches. For example, Andrew C. Bulhak, creator of the Post¬ 
modern Essay Generator, suggests that postmodern criticism could be written just as 
coherently and authoritatively if manufactured by chance operations by a machine. 
Bulhak applied the Dada Engine to creating his postmodern prose generator, which 
manufactures convoluted writing with polysyllabic diction and generous footnotes at 
the push of a refresh browser button. Thus the Postmodern Essay Generator spouts 
out papers with titles like "Pretextual Theories: Objectivism, Debordist Situation, and 
Cultural Deappropriation. 

Bulhak makes his criticism of theoretical postmodernism even more explicit in a 
scientific paper about his generator, in which he compares the system's output of 
pseudo-postmodern prose to a simulation of "mental debility," as might be observed 
in the "ranting of a paranoid schizophrenic street preacher, or perhaps a USENET 
ranter. He suggests that the script could also be modified to mimic the writing 
in "eccentric pseudoscientic/religious pamphlets."^® However, situating computer¬ 
generated discourse in the realm of mental illness—or of mental health—is not par¬ 
ticularly new. As programmer of the Postmodernism Generator, Bulhak acknowledges 
his debt to "Weizenbaum's ELIZA (which simulates a psychiatrist) and Ken Colby's 
PARRY (which simulates a paranoid mental patient). 
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Bulhak describes his computer program as an homage to the hoax of physicist Alan 
Sokal,^” who achieved fame outside academia by submitting an article entitled "Trans¬ 
gressing the Boundaries: Toward a Transformative Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity" 
to the journal Social Text.^^ Editors decided to publish what Sokal later revealed to be 
a spoof that parodied the radical relativism of contemporary critical theory, which 
Sokal felt undermined what he called the foundations of "reason, evidence, and logic" 
in the university.^^ One interesting feature of Bulhak's paper about the Postmodernism 
Generator is that, as he reflects on his reasons for programming it, he is reluctant to 
take his assertions about postmodern culture into the realm of politics as Sokal does. 
While Sokal asserts his identity as a "leftist" and "feminist, Bulhak's argument never 
gets far outside the college campus as its rhetorical context. In fact, Bulhak explains 
that at first "this script was originally written with the intention of generating bogus 
practice examination papers to be distributed in lectures for the purpose of scaring 
students." Bulhak's larger rhetorical purpose appears only to be to discredit one side 
in the disciplinary feud between the sciences and the humanities, which C.P. Snow 
once called "the two cultures" conflict.Bulhak claims to have chosen critical theory 
because it is "easy to convincingly generate meaningless and yet realistic travesties of 
works in it. . . because of the combination of the complex, opaque jargon used in 
these sorts of works and the subjectivity of the discipline; similar automated travesties 
of papers in, say, mathematics or physics, would be less successful, because of the sci¬ 
entific rigor of these fields. 

However, contrary to Bulhak's assertion, the academic pretensions of scientific dis¬ 
ciplines are not immune to generator satires. Three MIT students used SClgen, a 
program that generates random computer science papers in Association for Comput¬ 
ing Machinery format—complete with graphs, figures, and citations—to fool the 
organizers of the 2005 World Multiconference on Systemics, Cybernetics, and Infor¬ 
matics, a supposedly peer-reviewed conference in Orlando, Florida, known for its 
spam-style solicitations of those who work in universities on technology-related 
issues.^** With titles such as "Harnessing Byzantine Fault Tolerance Using Classical 
Theory," "Synthesizing Checksums and Lamda Calculus Using Jog," and "On the Study 
of the Ethernet," these papers demonstrated that computer science also had its stock 
buzzwords. Such automatically generated papers have also heen successful at deceiving 
organizers of mathematics, emerging technology, and new media conferences. 

Soghoian was similarly trying to test the discriminatory powers of human beings 
with a computer-generated text when he created his boarding pass generator. As a 
former member of the Security and Privacy Advanced Research Lab at Johns Hopkins 
University and a frequent traveler who had backpacked through Asia and lived on a 
heach in India, Soghoian had experienced a series of epiphanies about transportation 
safety in the months leading up to the raid.^^ He had been present when civil libertar¬ 
ian John Gilmore issued the famous "No ID Challenge" at a public meeting of an 
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advisory committee for the Department of Homeland Security/® at which this 
cofounder of the Electronic Frontier Foundation distributed stamped envelopes and 
challenged privacy advocates to mail their government-issued identification to their 
addresses and then try to get on planes home without ID. One of Gilmore's test sub¬ 
jects, attorney Jim Harper, took his green envelope and made a public announcement 
to the crowd in support of Gilmore's "insistence on rights, his firm insistence on his 
rights and ours."®^ 

Shortly after attending Burning Man that year,^° Soghoian decided to take Gilmore 
up on his challenge, and he began to fly without identification. During this period, 
Soghoian was in a relationship with a woman in Washington, D.C., and he always 
flew Northwest Airlines because it was the lowest-cost carrier with direct flights. As a 
backpacker, frequent traveler, and holder of passports from three countries, Soghoian 
was not intimidated by the travel procedures and even expressed a certain bravado 
about the fact that he had flown without identification over fifteen times since making 
this resolution in support of the principle that people are entitled to have the experi¬ 
ence of domestic "flying without the government knowing." 

Soghoian admits that he does not have "the best relationship with authority," but 
he claims that there are larger lessons to be learned by the general public when airport 
procedures serve as mechanisms for political and social coercion. Although he says 
that an anti-TSA protest "won't get you arrested" or cause a resistant passenger to "get 
sent to Guantanamo," Soghoian points out that the state-sanctioned architectures of 
control make it "difficult to exercise your rights," because the Transportation Security 
Administration still has the power to make passengers miss their flights. Thus, the TSA 
controls a very valuable commodity in both business and leisure: time. Soghoian says 
that, as a graduate student and backpacker, he was a member of an unusually liberated 
class, because his "time is worth nothing. 

Among those interested in computational media, Soghoian is not alone in looking 
at the procedurality of airport security screening and the Foucauldian conflation of 
knowledge and power that the TSA represents, which is consequently ripe for parody. 
Computational media theory professor and game designer Ian Bogost has created two 
videogames about airport security procedures. In Airport Insecurity, the player takes the 
position of a disgruntled passenger in what Bogost describes as a "game about incon¬ 
venience and the tradeoffs between security and rights in American airports.'"*^ The 
rules of the game are actually derived from the text of post-2002 government reports 
that indicate that "the effectiveness of airport security practices is uncertain," although 
"the government wants you to believe that increased protection and reduced rights 
are necessary to protect you from terrorism."^® To bring participation in his satire 
into the public sphere, Bogost encourages travelers to play the downloadable game 
on their laptops in any of its three modes—"Normal, Practice, and Endless Queue"— 
while waiting in an actual airport security line. In his other airport security game, the 
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rapid-response online Shockwave game Airport Security, the player assumes the role of 
a TSA guard who must pointlessly "inspect each passenger and his luggage and remove 
the forbidden items before allowing the passenger to go through," even though "the 
list of forbidden items changes on a moment-to-moment basis.In this difficult-to- 
play game, the suddenly prohibited items carried or worn by passengers queued up 
in line may include cowboy hats and cow skulls along with "pants, mouthwash, and 
hummus.'"*^ 

Security technologist and cryptographer Bruce Schneier maintains a popular blog 
that often addresses many of the inadequacies of existing airport protocols, which 
sometimes seem to function for purposes of ceremonial display that are devoted more 
to controlling passengers than to controlling terrorists. In a 2007 posting addressing 
the TSA’s notoriously inaccurate No Fly List, Schneier pointed readers to a web genera¬ 
tor created by the S3 Matching Technologies corporation^'* that emulated the opera¬ 
tions of the antiquated 1913 Soundex system that critics said the TSA was using at 
the time for finding all the possible homophones for the permutations of Arabic names 
by crudely "removing vowels from names and then assigning numerical values to the 
remaining consonants.'"*^ S3's overly inclusive homophone generator, which would 
include even those with Anglo-Saxon names, was obviously a case of a generator 
serving as a rhetorical device designed to be persuasive to federal authorities, specifi¬ 
cally in order to gain lucrative government contracts for the data-mining company 
by taking them away from competitors. Thanks to widespread exposure on many 
blogs, this generator had an extremely large public relations reach that appealed to 
thousands of visitors to the site, who tried out their own names to see if they could 
be mistaken for a terrorist. 

Blogs, wikis, and other social media outlets have been used as pointed tools of cri¬ 
tique against the TSA and other federal agencies associated with Homeland Security 
efforts. Since the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center, the popular 
megablog Boing Boing, which widely publicized Soghoian's case, has frequently shared 
traveler horror stories about passengers being humiliated for attempting to transport 
innocuous toddler sippy cups, snack pudding, breast milk, geological samples, and 
embarrassing sexual devices. BoingBoing also directs readers to other blogs that catalog 
TSA abuses, such as that of photographer Kathleen Shafer, who specializes in photo¬ 
graphing airports as aesthetic spaces and who has solicited TSA horror stories on her 
blog after hearing colleagues complain about damaged film and cameras.^® In contrast, 
conservative bloggers who accept the ideology of rule-based vigilance promulgated by 
the TSA have used their blogs to complain of flights in which suspicious behavior 
takes place without consequences and to which bureaucratic government workers or 
airline customer service representatives are nonresponsive. 

To provide a retort to these negative user-generated stories about TSA abuse and 
incompetence, the agency has entered the realm of digital media production itself. 
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The TSA now operates a website called Myth Busters, in which they debunk urban 
legends, such as the tale of the eight-year-old on the TSA watch list, and refute critical 
passenger accounts, sometimes with their own video from security cameras.The also 
maintain a YouTube channel and an official blog. 

Surveilling the Surveillers 

When federal agents first visited Soghoian, radical openness on his website was his 
primary strategy for dealing with their threatening demeanor and their insinuations 
that he would be facing serious criminal penalfies. When fhe FBI appeared at his door 
the day before the break-in to "chat," he advertised his plight on his blog before he 
went out to meet with them in a public place. Soghoian chose the neutral ground of 
a coffee shop, wifh his departmenfal advisor as a witness, who was also threatened 
with detention if she refused to cooperate. Soghoian even posted scans of the search 
warrant and the takedown notice for his website from fhe TSA and fhe names of the 
FBI agents who had visited him, although they were later removed at the agency's 
insistence. Although he felt this ethos of openness seemed fo solicit communal 
support and offers of legal protecfion from pro bono lawyers, it also seems to have 
irritated federal aufhorifies further. As he explained their attitude to his self-publishing 
approach, "Don't fuck with us or at least don't do it publicly." This emphasis on public 
exposure is also present in his writing on his web log, where Soghoian described a 
government agency only capable of acting conscientiously when it is "publicly shamed 
into doing so," so that "the only way for these kind of problems to get fixed" is 
"through public full disclosure."^” When Soghoian describes the function of the Inter¬ 
net, however, this is not a FFabermassian public sphere, which functions as a space of 
rational deliberation. Rather, he describes the World Wide Web as a site for public 
humiliation that can be suitable just as easily for displaying the crimes of citizens as 
it can be for creating a spectacle of fhe crimes of the state. 

For Rutgers art professor Flasan Elahi, radical transparency using web publication 
has served as a form of both accommodation to and political resistance against the 
TSA's policies. Since being detained at the Detroit airport as a suspected explosives 
specialist, an experience from which he inferred that he must be on the national ter¬ 
rorist watch list, the Bangladeshi-born Elahi has used a combination of phofoblogging 
and GPS tracking to publicize his precise moment-to-moment location and activities 
and maintain the perfect alibi at all times. In an interview, Elahi explained how he 
used detailed photoblogging to deprive his opponents of their chief means of control 
over his person and activities. 

"I've discovered that the hest way to protect your privacy is to give it away" he says. . . . Elahi 
relishes upending the received wisdom about surveillance. The government monitors your 
movements, hut it gets things wrong. You can monitor yourself much more accurately. Plus, no 
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ambitious agent is going to score a big intelligence triumph by snooping into your movements 
when there's a Weh page broadcasting the Big Mac you ate four minutes ago in Boise, Idaho. 
"It's economics," he says. "1 flood the market."*^ 

His website even inciudes copies of his debit card transactions and other minutiae 
from the paper ephemera of his everyday iife’s transactions.^^ As Elahi notes, his stu¬ 
dents already put themselves in this extremely public position as members of social 
network sites like MySpace and Facebook. Futhermore, Elahi's technique allows him 
to watch the government agents watching him, as frequent checks of his server logs 
reveal visits from computer users with official government IP addresses. 

Elahi's work reflects growing interest among scholars and activists in "sousveil- 
lance," or the use of ubiquitous computing and mobile digital recording to provide a 
record of experience of life lived at ground level. Steve Mann and others advocate 
wearing cameras or other recording devices at all times as a way to facilitate data col¬ 
lection for possible counternarratives situated in diegetic spaces. Mann argues that 
sousveillance reasserts citizens' rights to the commons hy "uncovering the panopticon 
and undercutting its primacy and privilege. 

However, Soghoian did not publicly report everything notable that happened to 
him during his encounters with federal authorities, which did not fully end until 
July 2007, when he received an official letter from the government that said that the 
TSA had finally dropped the investigation. In an interview, Soghoian described how— 
after he had agreed to remove his wehsite with the boarding pass generator and 
purged the files from the server—the head of cybercrime for the regional area that 
includes Indiana expressed alarm at still seeing the boarding pass generator on his 
computer screen in the remote location of his office. At this point Soghoian realized 
that this powerful official in charge of understanding very sophisticated attacks on 
computing systems could not even perform one of the most simple tasks of basic 
computer hygiene: clearing his cache. To assuage the irrational fears of federal agents 
that Soghoian was somehow still maintaining his site post-takedown, he had to fax 
written instructions to the head office with a step-by-step list of how-tos for cache 
clearing. 

Soghoian never made the source code for this boarding pass generator public. 
However, soon after his site was removed by order of the federal authorities, an imita¬ 
tor who went by the patriotic L33T pseudonym "JOhn 4d4m5" made another, more 
portable version of the Northwest boarding pass generator available. Unlike Soghoian's 
code, the copycat programmer designed a generator that could be "implemented only 
using HTML and javascript" so that "you do not need a web server where you can run 
PHP; you need no server at all."^^ Not only could users run the generator in their 
browsers directly from the downloaded files with more privacy, but also they could 
use Adams's tool to create generators of their own. On his website, Adams argued that 
such generators could be remarkably rhetorically effective, since "no action was taken 
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untill Christopher Soghoian produced his script," and the "generator got people's 
attention. 

Another wag created a warrant generator based on Soghoian's case, in which the 
"script has heen created for district courts all across the United States with the intent 
of improving national security hy reducing the amount of time it takes for our public 
guardians to create search warrants."^'’ Users can enter names, addresses, and possible 
legal justifications into the warrant generator and receive a warrant that looks much 
like Soghoian's Bloomington original. To emphasize its satiric character, the warrant 
generator is generously supplied with additional instructions, such as "Enter desired 
legal mumbo-jumbo below. Again, make sure to use run-on sentences and try to cite 
some laws and codes and stuff. 

The way that generators generated other generators in Soghoian's case illustrates the 
importance of one of the common features of this genre: its power for social as well 
as computational replication. As a case in point, the Generator Blog, an encyclopedic 
web log that has archived almost a thousand examples of the genre, advertises itself 
as a repository of "software that creates software."^® Although this definition does not 
strictly describe most of the content of the Generator Blog site, much of which is 
devoted to straightforward image macros that simply superimpose text on pictures 
and relatively simple PHP and Javascript programs, the phrase indicates the essential 
character of the popular perception of how these programs function in social dis¬ 
course. Indeed, in Cultural Software: A Theory of Ideology, J. M. Balkin has argued 
that "toolmaking tools" are an important component of our human experience as 
homo faber and part of the lived ideology that expresses itself as rapidly traveling 
and replicating "memes."^^ For example, like JOhn 4d4m5, the creator of the Church 
Sign Generator posted his source code in the spirit of a free culture ethos that 
tends toward propagation, as well as to signal transparency about his media produc¬ 
tion practices and a willingness to provide models if not mentorship to others in 
generator-making. 

Certainly, many web generators are concerned with the power of particular speech 
acts and the magic of linguistic artifacts. For example, although there is clearly more 
direct satire involved in creating a generator for FBI warrants, the design of the Mobster 
Threat Generator could be said to similarly comment upon the relationship between 
language and coercion. In fact, curses and blessings occupy a significant subgenre 
among the most popular web generator sites, and anthropologists have long noted 
their generative power.“ 

Many of the cursing generators avoid crass obscenity or colloquialism in their 
expressions, and some assume mock religious, historical, literary, or linguistic preten¬ 
sions. There are curse generators that draw content from religious scriptures, and 
several that use canonical literary texts. For example, the Biblical Curse Generator 
appeals to website visitors with the following pitch: "Lost for a smart remark to see 
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This script has been created for district courts all across the United States with the intent of improving 
national security by reducing the amount of time it takes for our public guardians to create search 
warrants. By entering information into this form and clicking on the "Generate Warrant for National 
Security" button below, you are taking full responsibility for the PDF file generated. I (Matt Waterman) 
am not responsible for any illegal action taken using the pdf document generated by this script. 


Country junited States _ 

District jSQuthern 

State [Indiana 

Address 1 [555 Poor Bastard St. 

Address 2 iBIoomington, Indiana 47408 


The country for the top of the heading. 
The district (don’t use all-caps), 
don't use all caps.. 

Street Address 
City, State, Zip 


Enter a description of the building below, For authenticity, make sure to make it a run-on sentence 
and don't put a period at the end. 


is a wooden residential structure divided into apartments with two apartments on the first level 
marked XI and X2 with both accessible from the porch and #2 is located in the sputhest 
portion of the structure 


Case 

Number 


[iP 06-6247 M-01 


To: 


He 


ecial Agent Dorian Oeligeorges 


Organization 


[Federal Bureau of Investigation 


I guess this is the person who’s going to do the 
stealing and window-smashing--! mean, 
searching. 

Don't worry, this stuff isn’t too important 
because any "Authorized Officer of the United 
States" can take care of business. 


Enter desired legal mumbo-jumbo below, Again, make sure to use run-on sentences and try to cite 
some laws and codes and stuff. If you want attachments, you're gonna have to make those yourself. 
Sorry :( 


See Attachment A, and any other property that constitutes evidence of the commission of a 
criminal offense, contraband, the fruits of crime or things otherwise criminally possessed or 
property designed or intended for use or which is or has been used as the means of 
committing a criminal offense, specifically, the conspiracy to commit, or the comission of 
knowlingly presenting a false and fictitious claim upon or against the United States, or any 
department or agency thereof in violation of Title 18, United States Code, Sections 2, 371, 
1038, 1343, 2318, and Title 49, United States Code, Sections 46314 and 46316 
(incorporating 49 CFR 1540.103 & 105). 


_ Enter the location where the person(s) will be 

City/State [Creenwood/Indianapolis, Indiana | harrassed--! mean, national security will be 

n a r+a i-l 

Figure 7.3 

Warrant generator created in response to the seizure of Soghoian's property. Courtesy of Matt 
Waterman. 


off your enemies? Unable to deliver that killer insult? Put an end to '1 was speechless!' 
misery with the amazing Biblical Curse Generator, which is pre-loaded with blistering 
put-downs as delivered by Elijah, Jeremiah and other monumentally angry saints.'"’^ 
Although this curse generator has a simple push-button interface, visitors to the site 
are given opportunities for a more participatory experience on another page that 
offers a monthly caption competition for images in which clergy or lay worshippers 
seem to appear ridiculous. The Elizabethan Curse Generator, which also consists of 
little more than a push-button interface, similarly has associated web materials 
that indicate a recombinant interdisciplinary collection of elements that speaks 
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to the heterogenousness of some of the textual practices associated with generator 
sharing and making communities. Webmaster Trevor Stone has published the source 
code of both the PHP and the Perl versions of his curse generator and has provided 
links to the JavaScript version made by an imitator who "took the initiative" and to 
a large pool of other Internet memes.“ 

Curses are not the only form of magical speech among web generators, since there 
are also a number of blessings generators. For example, the Worldwide Blessings 
Generator combines generated texts with images from the world's religious traditions 
and objects of meditation by using "Javascript to pick each line and three photos at 
random.'"’^ Visitors to the site can also suggest that more blessings be added to the 
database by using an online form. On this form, the author of the Blessings Generator 
explains the syntactic rules of his blessings generator, in which utterances always begin 
with the word "may," which is ironically the same structure that is used in many curse 
generators. 

Compliments and insults are produced by a related and yet separate class of web 
generators. Multiple compliment generators merge proscribed beneficent parts of 
speech into a pre-formatted message of flattery or praise. For example, the Surrealistic 
Compliment Generator combines web generator genres by paying tribute to the early 
twentieth-century heritage of recombinatory media artworks.*’'* There are also other 
generators for speech acts with positive real-world effects, such as generators that 
create love poems or pick-up lines to persuade potential romantic or sexual partners 
to move toward greater social intimacy with the speaker or writer. On the opposite 
side of the semiotic spectrum, the Open Directory alone catalogs twenty-two separate 
insult generators, which actually represent a mere fraction of the genre.*’^ In the case 
of insults, some involve web forms to further personalize the barb. 

Sometimes a web generator that produces an abusive diatribe is designed with a 
particular political or institutional target in mind. Produced in the rhetorical context 
of mass lay-offs and unpopular new editorial policies at the Los Angeles Times, "Okay, 
Tell Zell: Go Down in Flames, ffack!*" generates a blistering resignation letter that can 
be automatically e-mailed to the owner of the newspaper by disgruntled staffers, which 
will arrive in his inbox with a subject line reading "You Mean Twisted Leprechaun."*’*’ 

Finally, no taxonomy including taboo forms of language in web generators is com¬ 
plete without pointing out that there are also a number of sites that transform what 
may be civil language on regular websites into scatalogical or sexually explicit texts, 
such as the Pornolyzer, which also serves as an online translating program for multi¬ 
lingual obscenities. At the other extreme, there are also generators for euphemisms, 
which render the initial word more inoffensive. A Family Values Generator comes 
complete with a "censor" button that inserts asterisks in the generated profanity.*’^ 

There are other kinds of generators that can be understood through anthropological 
frameworks or speech act theories as well. For example, many web generators are 
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designed to recreate the act of naming. Given the fact that screen names constitute a 
primary identifier for members of online communities, creating or choosing names is 
often a significant practice in digital culture. The names produced by popular web 
generators frequently represent the identities of transgressive personalities, such as 
mafia hitmen, pirates, serial killers, gangsters, and ogres. However, name generators 
also exist for popes, superheroes, Mormons, and others associated with exemplary lives 
and social purity. Such naming can have implications for privacy as well, which is 
always a key concern for those who take part in virtual communities or online com¬ 
merce. Bruce Schneier, who publicized the Soundex generator on his security politics 
blog, has examined how random name generators can actually generate false identities 
for purposes of crime, political resistance, or heightened privacy.^ 

Pseudointeractivity and Web 2.0 

All these speech act categories are exemplary of what experts in computers and other 
technologies call "automagical" thinking,*’^ an adjective that combines the wonder 
associated with mechanistic processes with that used for supernatural effects. Virtuos¬ 
ity in the stage-managing of interface and programming design can make the output 
appear to be particularly responsive to the user's unarticulated needs. In this way, 
complex technical processes are also hidden from users or operators and thus are 
experienced as phenomena without rational explanations. Thus, digital culture itself 
is often a topic for the satire of web generators, in that these automagical PHP forms 
draw attention to the lowest common denominator of interactivity or user-generated 
content. 

Although Pierre Levy and Henry Jenkins have celebrated the potential of a syner¬ 
gistic participatory culture that capitalizes on collective intelligence, social media, and 
transmedia storytelling platforms for user-generated texts of all sorts, there are many 
who have been critical of the Web 2.0 paradigm. Some argue that this has led to an 
elevation of the "amateur" that destabilizes longstanding cultural values that are 
gauged by the merit of intellectual property;^” others claim that capitalism has too 
large a stake in the so-called new communalism^^ and that nihilism rather than uto¬ 
pianism is being made manifest.Still other skeptics point to media consolidation,^^ 
the lessons about gender-based marketing from feminist economics,^'* the dangers of 
Eurocentric tribalism to avatars of color, and the possibilities of a "hive mind" that 
enforces "Digital Maoism."^*’ 

Certainly, there are ways that this convergence of technology and user behavior can 
be stultifying, particularly when certain "architectures of control"^^ are in place that 
obviate the potential of technologies created by the merging of hardware and software. 
Most obviously, a customizable template is still a template, so that experiences in 
commercial social media venues are still constrained by programming routines and 
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organizational restrictions that potentially also limit emergent behaviors that could 
occur outside of prepackaged results. Thus many web generators lampoon the corpo¬ 
rate logic of the new digital economy, which is constituted by a parasitic and oppor¬ 
tunistic relationship to user behavior. Sometimes these satiric generators only focus 
on empty salesmanship and business plans built on "vaporware." For example, the 
Dot Com Prediction Generator and the Apple Rumor Generator reflect public skepti¬ 
cism about the hype surrounding the fates of technology companies, although, given 
the existence of fhe MSN Search Spoof Generator, it appears that at least one technol¬ 
ogy corporation has produced a satiric generator of its own. 

Despite the fact that "Web 2.0" is a relatively recent phrase to describe the cultural 
shift in digital practices toward two-way communications, personal publishing for 
niche audiences, and reciprocal file sharing and remix pracfices, several different Web 
2.0 generators have already appeared that ridicule the hyperbole associated with those 
who are capitalizing on this trend. For example, the Web 2.0 Buzzphrase generator 
uses the familiar scaled tags motif to organize hyperbolic fragments, such as the terms 
in the following sample: "Cry out, blogosphere! We shall transcend borders. This will 
change everything. 2.0 is the new New. The buzz is loud and clear. The words aren't 
what they were. This is newer media. Float this. An AJAX-driven GUI. Single. Word. 
Sentences! Faster. Faster! Hack Unlike the Postmodernism Generator, which is 
characterized by elaborate sentences with polysyllabic words and subordinating 
clauses, the Web 2.0 Buzzphrase generator truncates language and scatters it on the 
page in isolated memes. At the bottom of fhe main page, the creator of fhis generator 
credits a real Web 2.0 company. Flock, as an inspiration. 

In addition to mocking vapid catch phrases, some Web 2.0 generators also parody 
elements of the design aesthetic that has come to be associated with various technol¬ 
ogy fads. Writer of interacfive fiction and hypertext critic Mark Marino created a kind 
of metagenerator that combines elements of other Web 2.0 generators, which is called 
the Web 2.0 app GeNerAtor. At the push of a button, Marino's page generates a silly 
name, color scheme, list of features, and a full mash-up of possible kinds of function¬ 
alities, files, and user communities. Indeed, as Marino points out, it can be difficult 
to create a generator for humor value fhat is as ridiculous as some real-life web appli¬ 
cations can be. As Marino writes of the nonfictional company Ning, "With Ning, 
Web 2.0 has reached the height, nadir, and infinite loop of its own generationality 
by offering a Web 2.0 site that generates other Web 2.0 sites (as perhaps all Web 2.0 
sites do)."^^ 

Thus, as user-generated content fuels fhe economic viability of Web 2.0, to which 
members of the public willingly contribute both their labor and their private 
data, such satiric generators should remind participants about the possible pitfalls of 
uncritically accepting the bonds of increasingly corporatized and generic Internet 
experiences. 


Digital Satires about Surveiliance and Authentication 


217 


Web 2,0 app GeNerAtor 




beta 


del.iGo 



Firefox extension 


With our exciting new Web 2.0 software, del.iGo, you can enjoy a one-of-a kind 
application with no cost to you or your immediate family at this time. Now you can: 


reblog your favorite humorous generators easily and effectively 
with your spyware bots! 

Although del.iGo is only in beta, we are rapidly adding new features including: 

• Cialis spam 

• Second Life despair 

• Nigerian bank scams 


Web 2.0 is here, and its like nothing you've seen before! 






GENERATE 


Figure 7.4 

Mark Marino's webZ.O generator. Courtesy of Mark Marino. 

The End of Privacy? Or Only the End of Anonymity? 

Furthermore, as Soghoian points out, Web 2.0 applications that depend on a net¬ 
worked, distributed media model, such as Gmail, can not be studied by security and 
privacy experts without breaking federal computer law and so are inherently more 
insecure than earlier forms of computafional media. He notes that in the past the 
flaws in fradifional deskfop soffware, such as Microsoft Word, could be evaluated 
without access to remote servers, and researchers could inform consumers abouf defec- 
five producfs withouf risking jail time. Now because what they are doing could be 
perceived as an illegal computer attack on the private territory of fhe network of 
another party, Soghoian claims, "Security researchers are increasingly risking breaking 
the law." He points out that there are definite "parallels between airport security and 
web 2.0 security," because merely testing the system is prohibited as a crime. In fact, 
as the threat of prosecution was lifted in the boarding pass generator case, Soghoian 
found himself stymied by federal authorifies wifh regard to another matter, because 
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government stakeholders wanted to discourage his Tor-related research about anonym¬ 
ity at Indiana University.®” 

Although there were fewer initial barriers, in order to do work on the vulnerabilities 
of Wikipedia Virgil Griffith came up with a number of innovative strategies to avoid 
possible negative legal consequences. A one-time contemporary of Soghoian's af 
Indiana Universify, Griffith, a "disruptive technologist," designed the WikiScanner to 
identify the sources of anonymous Wikipedia edifs. Griffith had seen media coverage 
about the fallibility of the giant online encyclopedia after Wikipedia banned the IP 
addresses of congressional staffers in early 2006 for manipulafing fhe public record 
fhrough anonymous edits that included padding entries with the language from 
fafuous press releases and deleting mentions of scandals in fhe elected officials' pasfs. 
In a 2007 falk,®^ Griffifh described a relafively simple fhree-sfep mefhod to creating 
his WikiScanner: (1) download all of Wikipedia, (2) purchase a database with owner¬ 
ship information for insfitufional IP addresses, and (3) merge fhe fwo databases 
together. In Griffith's retelling, the costs associated with this mash-up project turned 
out to be minimal. The first step was free and involved about 21 percent of Wikipedia. 
It would have normally cost Griffith about $1,000 to purchase a database from a 
private corporation, the second step, but Griffith was able to get the database gratis 
when he promised to put a text advertisement for fhe company on his WikiScanner 
websife, an agreement the company later regretted when embarrassing results about 
their own corporate clients became public. When the two databases were merged, 
Griffith found almost 200,000 different organizations that could be traced to at least 
one anonymous Wikipedia edit. 

At first, Griffith said that he thought of the WikiScanner results as his personal 
"basket of evil," which he could delve into at will to fling damning evidence at those 
he resented for injustices or what he considered to be willful public sfupidity like the 
Iraq War. But Griffith decided to "crowd source" the results for a number of differenf 
reasons. He particularly wanted to avoid any possible legal liability if an offended parfy 
could claim that it had been intentionally targeted for malicious defamafion. Griffifh 
is undersfandably lifigafion-averse, since he reached a setflement wifh the Blackboard 
company after submission of his first freshman-year paper "caused him to get sued 
under the Sedition and Espionage Act," as he puts it. Moreover, he realized that the 
resulting database of anonymous edifs was huge, and much of the information was 
outside the areas of his fechnical experfise. How would he be able fo evaluafe defails 
abouf companies fhat did sophisficated pharmacological or genefic work like "Pfizer 
or Amgen?" Finally, Griffith wanted to make the site as media-friendly as possible, 
and so he was pleased when Wired magazine helped him set up a Reddit-style ranking 
system that would produce easy-to-digest top ten lists with popular corporate villains 
like Diebold, Dow, ExxonMobil, and ChevronTexaco in what Griffith describes as an 
index that lets you see "who the Internet doesn't like." Among the unearthed edits 
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were also CIA additions and subtractions that ranged from minutiae about matters 
nerdy and obscure in entries such as "Light Saber Combat" styles to entire memoirs 
about black ops indexed under "Black September" in Jordan.®^ 

Griffith has said that the experience of reviewing WikiScanner results had helped 
him realize that even seemingly monolithic organizations like "the Republican head¬ 
quarters" were really characterized by the random and idiosyncratic sentiments of 
different individuals.®® Furthermore, Griffith credited Wikipedia's own mix of lateral 
and hierarchical editorial procedures with remedying many of the worst public rela¬ 
tions edits. As an example, he cites the fact that when Wal-Mart changed an entry 
that pointed out that wages at Wal-Mart were 20 percent lower than most retail stores 
to an assertion that the company paid double the minimum wage, Wikipedia editors 
were able to recognize both statements as factually true and construct an appropriate 
"although" clause to accommodate the edits of both parties. 

Although rarely well understood by the mainstream media reporters who cover 
his exploits, Griffith has become known in academic circles as an advocate for what 
he calls "amateur data-mining" in which database mash-ups can be used by regular 
citizens to perform their own investigations and conduct their own surveillance to 
fight injustices and abuses of power. Griffith argues that database architectures 
maintain information in "disconnected archipelagos" that seem difficult for an 
average person to mine without the resources of a government agency or research 
university. However, he claims that "with small effort one can unite the information 
from these islands to produce novel, entertaining online services."®‘‘ Thus, by "fusing 
information from disparate or little-known databases," Griffith aims "to empower 
everyday users by giving them powerful, promiscuously interoperable digital intelli¬ 
gence tools typically reserved for major corporations."®® Griffith claims that with 
widespread access to websites with user-generated software, it is possible to capitalize 
on the fact that "every hard programming thing is already done" by someone else,®® 
so that relatively little knowledge of the principles of computer science can go a 
long way. 

Thus, the same off-the-shelf tools that might otherwise reinforce norms of commod¬ 
ity consumerism and highly derivative cultural practices can also he re-tasked and 
recombined with mash-up techniques to use computational media to surveil the 
surveilers. A simple example of this would he the use of Google Earth hy activists who 
wish to mobilize opposition to the genocide in Darfur. Human rights groups repurpose 
the aerial mapping and data visualization capacities of the software to encourage vol¬ 
unteers to monitor the security of villages at risk of attack by militias.®^ Of course, 
vigilante groups, such as American Patrol, would like to use the same technological 
approach to monitor entry into the United States by undocumented workers, as part 
of their critique of the current enforcement of borders by federal immigration 
authorities.®® 
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"Hacktivism," or the writing of code to promote or subvert political ideology, is 
associated with many interventionist programming practices. However, often hacktiv- 
ists affiliate themselves with open-source programming communities and practices. For 
example, open-source advocate Tad Hirsch has designed "Dialup Radio" to provide 
political dissidents in Africa a channel for broadcasting information about corrupt or 
repressive regimes by using mobile phone technology, open-source code, and secure 
networks that preserve the anonymity of participants.®^ In addition to protesting human 
rights violations, in the recent past hacktivists have used their programming skills as a 
form of civil disobedience to promote free and open software, expressive politics, free 
speech, privacy, environmental protection, and information ethics. However, because 
hacking tends to be a kind of virtuoso performance, the ability to wield tools that expose 
vulnerabilities in security, privacy, or accurate data representation is often seen as the 
sole purview of an elite group of highly computer-literate cognoscenti.^® In contrast, 
Griffith uses familiar interfaces, such as the online form in the case of WikiScanner, to 
make participatory knowledge of computer-mediated systems possible for average 
people, like those who responded to Soghoian's web generator. 

Griffith is keenly aware of the rhetorical function of web generators. To illustrate a 
paper called "Messin' with Texas" that he coauthored about the ease of deriving an 
individual's mother's maiden name from public records,®^ he created an online PHP 
form in which visitors to his website could input the name of Texas residents. 
Although the generator was more accurate when the user also provided a year of birth, 
it could generate maiden names with corresponding probability numbers even with 
remarkably little personal information, thus showing how informed trial and error 
could quickly arrive at a correct guess if one were at the mercy of would-be identity 
thieves. As in the WikiScanner case, Griffith used Internet fame as a tool for pointing 
attention to database vulnerabilities, in this instance by posting links to the generated 
results for high-profile celebrity Texans like movie star Ethan Hawke or presidential 
daughter Jenna Bush. 

Entering private information into what seems to be an online form sanctioned by 
an institution of state authority is one of fhe common user acfivifies thaf Soghoian 
inferrogates. In addition to warning that "vanity Googling" leaves telltale traces that 
compromise an individual's privacy, even if fhe besf online tools for anonymify are 
used, Soghoian is also known as a critic of government-sponsored online forms. In 
parficular, he has ridiculed the TSA's own affiliated website for passengers attempting 
to clear their names from fhe agency's No Fly List, which was itself insecure, so fhaf 
would-be travelers typed extremely confidential personal identity information into an 
online form thaf could be easily accessed by a nefarious hacker. Because the site, 
designed by the Virginia-based firm Desyne, contained a number of spelling errors, its 
similarity to a phishing site run by Internet scammers created even more negative 
publicity for the TSA.®® 
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By using the interface of the online form, some web generators can be understood 
in the context of what Michel Foucault has called "governmentality," in that they 
make manifest the regulating features of a particular mentality of rule or technologiz- 
ing of the political subject.Pull-down menus and online forms are a key characteris¬ 
tic of the electronic bureaucracy of e-commerce and e-government, which Jane 
Fountain has traced back to the Clinton administration and government initiatives to 
provide the public broader access to the Weberian system of creating and maintaining 
files, if only at the level of data entry.^^ These online forms on government websites 
could be said to have set user expectations for interactivity for much of the period now 
labeled Web 1.0. For example, as commentary on this phenomena, the Library Card 
Generator and Barcode Generator may be representative of the recurrent theme of 
bureaucracy and organizational systematization that characterizes many web genera¬ 
tors. Of course, in the case of the Barcode Generator for making universal product code 
labels, users generally lack the actual piece of equipment that could read the code and 
verify that the label that appears as output is an accurate translation of the input 
content. Like translation generators or those that produce other kinds of code foreign 
to the user, certain forms of institutional knowledge, the need for which the generator 
seemingly subverts, are still required to authenticate the system's accuracy. 

The Evil Guide Plan also uses many of the conventions of the pull-down menu, 
which are already familiar to users who shop and register for services online, fre¬ 
quently giving personal information about themselves in order to complete basic 
transactions. The opening text of the guide reads, "Your evil plan is nearly complete. 
Simply fill in your answers in the appropriate blanks below and then get ready to call 
your press conference. You may want to photocopy this page first, in case you change 
your mind later and want to create a different evil plan." In this generator, preset 
options exist for critical categories like "motive" and "objective," but the narrative 
can be filled out in stages with "supplemental information" about the evil person's 
"base of operations" or "tragic past."^'’ 

Visual Evidence 

Lev Manovich has observed that the power of automation is one of the chief features 
of the computational and aesthetic logic of the commercial design program Photo¬ 
shop.^^ And yet, as Soghoian points out in creating his web generator, fully exploiting 
the capabilities of Photoshop software still requires some expert knowledge, particu¬ 
larly when complicated masking, layering, filtering, or numerical functions are 
applied to the image. In contrast, web generators allow website visitors to modify 
images or add text to pictures in ways that would otherwise involve more knowledge 
of the Photoshop tool menu. What Manovich calls "the logic of selection" is obviously 
also tightly constrained, because the preprogrammed web generator features that 


222 


Chapter 7 


mimic cut and paste functions are even more limited than the menus of design 
software. Like earlier graphical communication systems, such as Ivan Sutherland's 
Sketchpad, mathematical functions determine how pixels are manipulated on the 
screen. Manovich notes that all these software programs "begin as algorithms pub¬ 
lished in computer science papers,"^® and—because of what Manovich calls "transcod¬ 
ing"—a more limited vocabulary of outputs shapes the visual culture of a given 
consumer-producer. Because these forms of visual manipulation are more clearly asso¬ 
ciated with design practices of recreation and leisure than those of work, users may 
consider web generators to be part of the digital practices of informal sociality and 
game-like interaction. The DiY practices associated with Photoshop, in contrast, can 
signal more sophisticated forms of cultural production that span many forms of com¬ 
munity membership, although they are frequently used in the service of social and 
political satire as well. 

Among users of social media, communicating visually can be taken as a hostile act. 
This is particularly true among political bloggers. Michael Berube has used the term 
"blogspat" to describe recurrent, self-reinforcing conflicts between large, often collab- 
oratively written web logs.^^ In the Netherlands, Geert Lovink points out how these 
"fotofucken" contribute to "shockblog” conventions that fuel feuds between compet¬ 
ing groups; in the case of contemporary Holland, between nativist Dutch nationalists 
and Islamic migrant workers.Unlike the simple flame war, in which heated exchanges 
in online communication take place within relatively cohesive virtual communities, 
blogspats explicitly engage audiences from competing social media outlets, such as 
prowar Democrats versus antiwar Democrats in the United States. When the incendi¬ 
ary incident in a blogspat is a visual joke, bloggers are likely to accuse one another of 
a hypocritical use of a shared identity position—such as "feminist” or "liberal"—and 
express outrage about an alleged betrayal of trust or violation of the implicit contract 
between reader and writer or between communities of like-minded writers. This ability 
to manipulate representations of gendered or racial political bodies is equated with 
cultural violence that requires a "takedown" or expulsion of the very image from the 
writer's text. 

In her work on flame wars on mailing lists, anthropologist Jennifer Cool argues that 
these conflicts in virtual communities stimulate intense reflection and discussion 
about "what sort of speech and topics were appropriate."'”^ She describes past flame 
wars as "milestones, shared history, and the means through which members articu¬ 
lated, questioned, and reflected upon their sense of community." For Cool, flamewars 
are occasions for "metadiscourse" about norms, identities, and purpose.'”^ Blogspats 
are similarly concerned with appropriate conduct and the rules of membership, albeit 
for communities marked as "other," so they assert difference, as in "this blogging 
community is defined by hypocrisy unlike our community" or "this group has strayed 
from the fundamentals unlike our group." 
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By considering how competition for audience share functions in the blogosphere, 
I would argue that there are three major ways that photography functions in blogs: 
(1) to commemorate a particular occasion and authenticate the author's status as an 
invited participant or credible witness; (2) to solicit readers' critical scrutiny and 
encourage particular ways of seeing through ideological lenses that are validated by 
the collective intelligence of the group; and (3) to provide the raw material of a digital 
file that can be altered by a computer user. 

As images themselves are increasingly recognized as capable of serving as arguments, 
sometimes without recourse to verbal texts at all, taboos on using modified images 
shape public discourse. Although skeptic David Fleming asserts that visual images 
cannot serve as arguments because a picture in itself "makes no claim that can be 
contested, doubted, or improved upon by others, digital technology has changed 
this assumed lack of interactivity. Photoshop makes image alteration by would-be 
critics easier for nonspecialists to undertake. With Photoshop, ideological messages in 
images can be refined and debated and thus perhaps fuel a blogspat when norms about 
representation are violated and a given group of web writers is offended by a conten¬ 
tious visual claim. 

In an article on "The Photoshopping of the President," Salon magazine uses the 
voice of the Photoshop software creator to argue that his computer program facilitates 
citizenship activities by empowering users with new digital tools: 

John Knoll, who created Photoshop with his brother Tom in 1989, believes that the program— 
originally created as a professional tool for the retouching, resizing and sharpening of images— 
has contributed to democracy in two ways: first by allowing desktop publishers to create the 
same professional-looking color pictures that the big companies were making; and second, by 
giving people a voice they wouldn't have had before. "It's the inevitable consequence of the 
democratization of technology," he says. "You give people a tool, but you can't really control 
what they do with it."'°‘‘ 

Despite Knoll's liberatory claims, there are many information design strategies that 
enable entrenched power players to use Photoshop to simulate the appearance of 
democratic participation that doesn't actually take place in the world of lived experi¬ 
ence. As Bruno Latour has argued, shots of crowds or photos of buildings and public 
squares associated with political deliberation represent what he calls "atmospheres of 
democracy.Because of the rhetorical appeal of these scenic elements, institutional 
stakeholders may use the software package to insert images of these tropes that suggest 
the consent of the governed. For example, bloggers have revealed that Photoshop has 
been used to add soldiers to a Bush rally, appropriate Howard Dean's crowds as the 
backdrop of a Republican event, or substitute a sanitized New Orleans Square in 
Disneyland for a mayoral candidate's actual city. 

In addition to changing backgrounds, Photoshop can also be used to revise historical 
documents that show the proximity and presence of stakeholders at formal occasions 
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or sites of political rhetoric. In the Southern California Vietnamese community of 
Little Saigon there was consternation when it was revealed that the campaign of Trung 
Nguyen had distributed images showing the candidate Photoshopped next to the 
state's popular Republican governor during a public address. Although not as obvious 
an act of cultural violence as the photo retouching used under Stalin to remove ostra¬ 
cized political opponents from the visual record of state events/^ it is difficult to claim 
unequivocally that this software serves the forces of political liberation when advertis¬ 
ers who have licensed the image of Martin Luther King use specialized software to 
erase the other civil rights leaders near his podium during the "I Have a Dream" 
speech. 

In fact, this ability to manipulate the content of public memory through Photoshop 
has become a major issue for photojournalists, historians, and editors. In 2006, the 
international professional association for computer graphics, SIGGRAPH, devoted one 
of its largest panels to the topic of "Ethics in Image Manipulation."^”® The following 
year, Elizabeth Loftus, a psychologist who is best known for her work on the cultural 
dynamics of false memory, published an influential paper that showed that experi¬ 
mental subjects remembered historical events differently after being shown doctored 
photographs.Since photographs are often used to authenticate the perceptions of 
public witnesses, Photoshop can have a destabilizing effect on conventional notions 
of authenticity and truth. 

Black-and-White Arguments 

Two specific cases demonstrate how group norms about the policing of visual images 
can be manifested across blogging communities when Photoshop satires create con¬ 
flict. One case, which later became known as "Burqagate," initially involved criticism 
of an image of former President Bill Clinton, who was shown with a group of bloggers 
in a posed picture commemorating a luncheon in his Harlem office. Primary analysis 
of the original image focused on two factors: (1) the absence of bloggers of color in 
the group depicted and (2) the seemingly provocative presence of young Feministing 
blogger Jessica Valenti next to the ex-president. After Ann Althouse questioned 
Valenti's credentials as a feminist and accused her of posing in a way that drew atten¬ 
tion to her sexuality, Amanda Marcotte of Pandagon posted a version of the photo in 
which Valenti is covered with a burqa. This image created its own firestorm of con¬ 
troversy, after Marcotte was—in turn—accused of complicity with a similarly culturally 
conservative ideology, because she had transformed a symbol of Islamic faith into an 
object of Eurocentric derision. 

In the other case, two months before the height of Burqagate, another Photo- 
shopped image created controversy during a contentious Democratic senate primary 
in Connecticut, when Firedoglake blogger Jane Hamsher posted an altered photo that 
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also included Clinton, showing him next to Senator Joseph Lieberman, who had been 
altered to look as if he were in blackface. In choosing this iconography, ffamsher 
implies that centrist Democrats appeal to racial stereotypes about blackness, but the 
entry generated immediate criticism from both conservative and liberal bloggers 
about the inappropriateness of ever using a racist image in service of a supposedly 
progressive cause. 

Unlike traditional journalists, bloggers have little investment in projecting a seem¬ 
ingly neutral and dispassionate point of view by faithfully reproducing images of 
candidates and officeholders. Although editorial supervisors are criticized for running 
retouched photos of public figures such as the intentionally darkened image of O.J. 
Simpson on the cover of Time magazine, bloggers have a different rhetorical rela¬ 
tionship to Photoshop and they use the program to make different truth claims. Their 
philosophy about using images may be more analogous to the aesthetics of editorial 
cartoons. Yet, in the era of the "Reagan's Tear" cover of Time magazine,”^ even these 
conventions may be shifting. 

Hamsher's use of a minstrel show image reinforces her message about political per¬ 
formance and performativity and thus would seem rhetorically appropriate, as a 



Figure 7.5 

Photoshopped image of Bill Clinton with Joseph Lieberman in blackface, "Old Black Joe," by 
darkbiack. Courtesy of darkblack. 
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comment on the grotesque political masks lawmakers must wear. Like the Burqagate 
image, which also involved an individual's physical proximity to Clinton, the Lieher- 
man blackface photo involves manipulations of modes of dress and social costume, 
although its semiotic system references race, not gender. 

As in the later Burqagate case, readers responded quickly, using words such as "dis¬ 
graceful" and "disgusting" in questions posed to either Hamsher or fellow readers. 
Like Burqagate's Marcotte, Hamsher was quick to apologize for the blackface image in 
a posting titled "About That Graphic.Although Hamsher ultimately removed the 
offending picture, she used the same posting to provide a link to what she calls the 
"race-baiting flyer" from the Lieberman campaign with the source photo. 

After Hamsher posted the image, Michelle Malkin accused liberal bloggers like 
Hamsher of having a prehistory of racist political imagery. In particular, she points 
to a 2005 "Sambo" of broad strokes and garish colors by blogger Steve Gilliard.^^^ 
Gilliard's name—like Hamsher's—had been linked to the Clinton luncheon and the 
later blogspat because he was among those of color who were excluded. In this case 
of representation and reproduction, the candidate being defaced and the commentator 
who circulated the caricature were both black. Yet, like Hamsher, Gilliard removed 
the picture after negative coverage appeared in a national newspaper of record, the 
Washington Post, but he also substituted a more crudely cut-and-pasted image of the 
lampooned candidate against a backdrop of money. 

Although they are not examples of painterly professional expertise or sophisticated 
photorealistic effects, these images thematizing disguise, covering, and camouflage are 
primary sources that stimulate discussion and debate about race, class, gender, and 
nationality. Of course, retouched photographs that transform their subjects' racial 
complexion may aspire to the status of art, as in the case of the Colors series by Tibor 
Kalman. Kalman's image of an Africanized Queen Elizabeth 11 has been read as a 
reversal of the correlations of race and class, a comment about postcolonialism, an 
allusion to the magazine's own pandering to multinational brand identities, and a 
collapse of the supposed contraries of canonical high culture and multiculturalism. 
Although some dismissed it as a publicity stunt, others thought Kalman's visual satire 
brought a mass-market visual appeal to progressive social issues. 

Dress Codes 

Burqagate began with criticism of posed photos of former president Bill Clinton and 
a group of bloggers at a luncheon in his Harlem office on September 12, 2006. Attend¬ 
ees came from Daily Kos, Firedoglake, Eschaton, AMERICAblog, MyDD, LiberalOasis, 
Seeing the Forest, The Carpetbagger Report, The Mahablog, TalkLeft, and Feministing. 
Those present generally reported in the write-ups on their blogs a convivial event 
marked by positive fellow feeling. Many at the Clinton lunch also posted photographs 
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of the occasion at photo-sharing websites such as Flickr. Subsequent analysis of the 
images by those not present focused on two factors: the absence of bloggers of color 
and the seemingly provocative presence of blogger Valenti in front of the 
ex-president. 

The blogspat began when law professor, blogger, and inveterate Clinton-basher Ann 
Althouse mocked the sycophantic eagerness of those present to associate themselves 
with the celebrity of the former president and to produce positive messages about the 
Clinton legacy in exchange for the relatively trivial bribe of a free lunch. The bloggers 
present would later dispute such characterizations by pointing to photographs that 
showed them talking and the president listening and depicted them as active partici¬ 
pants in discussion rather than fawning fans. 

As her parting shot on her original post, Althouse urged her readers to examine one 
of the group photographs closely and engage in the following thought experiment: 
"Let's just array these bloggers. . . randomly."^^^ Althouse was clearly encouraging 
readers to notice the front-and-center presence of a young woman in close proximity 
to Clinton, since she tagged the posting "breasts." The first commenter picks up on 
Althouse's cue and inquires, "Who is the Intern directly in front of him with the black 
hair?"^*’ This sneering reference to former White House intern Monica Lewinsky is 
followed with leering commentary by "Meade," who opines, "Dunno, but by her 
expression, it looks as though she may be getting 'a small glimpse at greatness.' 
Others pile on with masculine voyeurism about Clinton's "head-tilting chest peek" or 
exclamations that the woman pictured could "deliver my pizza any day" and that 
female bloggers "wet their panties at the sight of Bill." Even when Althouse enters 
the comment space, it is only to chide those who don't "see the humor in the 
situation."”® 

Even in the friendly territory of Althouse's own blog, however, not all of the com¬ 
ments were in concert with her insinuation that Clinton was still a womanizer or that 
the young female blogger in front was a narcissistic participant in a sexualized display. 
The sixth comment below Althouse's "Bill Clinton, lunching with bloggers" post is 
by "The DrillSGT," and it attempts to perform a variety of corrective tasks counter to 
Althouse's intentions: (1) bearing witness to being an attendee at the luncheon by 
attesting to the excellence of the "suberb" cuisine and the fact that "all our plates 
were clean at the end," (2) detailing the full menu to offset regional and racial biases 
that seem to be set off by Althouse's mention of "southern chicken," (3) providing 
names to those pictured so they would no longer be anonymous objects of derision, 
and 4) implicifly asking Althouse to drop the innuendo by stating: "1 dont understand 
the 'random' comment." 

In a second posting Althouse questioned the no-longer-nameless central female 
blogger's credentials as a feminist and accused her of drawing attention to her sexual¬ 
ity. By the time the detailed dressing-down of Jessica Valenti continues, Althouse's 
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readers are expressing irritation with her apparent misogyny. After reading more ana¬ 
tomical and sartorial criticism of Valenti in Althouse's sequel post, "Let's take a closer 
look at those breasts," "dorothy" voices resentment about being forced to choose 
between two female Internet writers: "Coincidentally, my two favorite blogs (I read 
both daily) are this one and Feministing. I really don't like that a whole post was 
devoted to this."^^^ 

The negative reaction to Althouse's ribaldry was even more marked on oppositional 
blogs. Target Valenti defends herself by saying Althouse reinforces sexist perspectives 
by directing attention to her physical appearance. Valenti ridicules the claim that 
"Althouse is all about reviving 'real feminism'" by enumerating her heterosexist com¬ 
ments.'^” Valenti disputes that she violated propriety by wearing what Althouse 
describes as a "tight knit top that draws attention to her breasts." She also resents 
Althouse's jeering remark that she should have worn a "beret" or "blue dress" like 
Lewinsky and complains that even her posture is being policed, since Althouse taunts 
her with the accusation that she was "bending over backwards—figuratively and liter¬ 
ally" to "keep the attention" on her breasts.'^' 

New fuel was added the following week when Amanda Marcoffe posfed a Photo- 
shopped version of the luncheon in which Valenti is completely covered by a burqa. 
In the adjoining text, Marcotte points to a factor other than sexism at work: she argues 
Valenti is slandered because of the not-so-subtle racism of Althouse's readers, who 
describe her as "ethnic" and "Jewish.This image created its own firestorm after 
Marcotte was accused of complicity with conservative ideology because she had trans¬ 
formed a symbol of Islamic faith into an object of Eurocentric derision. Marcotte's 
exploitation of politically loaded iconography caused many readers to accuse her of 
blindness toward her own ethnocentrism while simultaneously throwing stones at 
others. 

One commenter named "sly civilian" connects Marcotte's use of an illegitimate 
strategy in visual rhetoric to the cultural violence of fhe Bush administration. 



Figure 7.6 

Photoshopped image of Clinton with a group of bloggers by Auguste, by permission of Auguste. 
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Yeah, burqas are funny. Especially when the conslstant use of them as a bat to whack the fundles 
places an image of the veiled muslim woman as the gold standard of helpless and oppressed, 
and lets the thugs turn around and freaking invade and colonize Iraq and Afganistan with the 
trumped up concern for women's rights. 

Yeah. It's pretty freaking hilarious. 

Thus, "sly citizen" argues Marcotte is supporting a symbolic economy in which the 
exchange of an image of the veiled Muslim woman merely propagates her commodi¬ 
fication and circulation as a "gold standard." 

Reader Anthony Kennerson makes a similar argument: 

Ha. Ha. Very funny. Jessica Valenti in a burqa. Quite humorous. Uhhhh . . . NOT. 

Especially considering that that photo basically reduces Arab/Muslim women who willingly 
do wear such a dress as a justified symbol of their religious faith to an object (hmmmm) for 
derision by liberal feminists who should know better about respect for other women. 

Especially considering the background that the organizers of that blogger confab couldn't find 
it in their heart to invite one Black or Brown blogger (in Harlem, no less) to join in . .. perhaps 
because of Bubba's actual policies towards the mass of Black and Brown folk?? (As in welfare 
"reform," the racist crime bills, the "bridge to the 21st Century” that tended to leave most poor 
folk behind, etc, etc??) 

Especially considering that Black bloggers who have attempted to point out the Incongruity 
of the arrogance of most A-list liberal bloggers towards Black folk (as in the Lieberman blackface 
photo at firedoglake; the slander towards Liza Sabater for calling out the White-out of the Clinton 
confab) have been basically villified and smeared as mindless anti-White racists who need to just 
shut up and mind their betters. 

Oh .. . but who cares about all that?? Poor Jessica got piled on because of her boobs, so let's 
have a laugh at WOC's and Muslim women's expense. 

In his comment, Kennerson alludes to the fact that progressive black bloggers had also 
been discussing photographs of the luncheon for very different reasons and encourag¬ 
ing their readers to examine the image with titles like "Write Your Own Caption" and 
"Notice Anything?" 

In this case, what African-American bloggers expect readers to observe is the absence 
of bloggers of color. For example, Liza Sabater vents her outrage through a series of 
rhetorical questions: 

What does it mean though that there are 20 bloggers invited to this lunch and not one is black 
or latino? What does it mean for this group of bloggers to be patting themselves on the backs 
for being with Clinton when they are all in Harlem and not one of them is a person of color? 
What does it mean for these people to be there and have not one of them raise this issue in their 
blogs?'“ 

Sabater also notes that Jane Hamsher is present at this event, despite the perceived 
racial insensitivity of her earlier posting of a Photoshopped image of Senator Lieber¬ 
man in blackface at the center of another blogspat. 
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These reader-commenters accuse Marcotte of appropriating the visual rhetoric of 
right-wing politics by demonizing dress associated with cultural difference. Indeed, 
right-wing virtual communities circulated Photoshopped pictures after September 11 
that used the image of the Islamic veil to argue about what would happen "if the 
Taliban wins." Perhaps the most striking doctored photo in the series is a dramatic 
view of the Statue of Liberty against a blue sky in which the allegorical symbol of 
liberty is completely veiled. 

Although both Marcotte and the artist and fellow blogger who docfored the photo¬ 
graph later apologized for posfing the image, not all readers use the comment section 
to criticize her Photoshop argument. For example, Lindsay Bayerstein of the blog 
Majikthise considers it effective rhetoric that relies on cultural comparisons, not 
contrasts. 

Amanda was making what I took to be an uncontroversial point: sexual shaming and coercively 
enforced modesty are universal phenomena. The difference between our homegrown American 
prudes and those seemingly "exotic" oppressors from distant lands is one of degree and not of 
kind. 

Far from being ethnocentric, Amanda's insight undercuts ethnocentrism. It's harder to think 
of your culture as the measure of all others when you realize that humanity's most serious prob¬ 
lems repeat themselves everywhere under different guises. If you assume that there are com¬ 
monalities, awareness of an oppressive practice in another culture should lead you to wonder if 
your own culture might be doing something similar but less obvious to you.'“ 

Another reader, "Sunrunner," praises the relative tastefulness of Marcotte's visual 
imagination: "Well, it is better than the one of all the other women in flannel nighties 
and Jessica in a black negligee. Can't remember where I saw it, but it was floating 
around somewhere or other. 



Figure 7.7 

Photoshopped image of the Clinton luncheon by darkblack, "Cap'n Billy's Blogolicious PJ Party. 
Courtesy of darkblack. 
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In posting these Photoshopped works, both Marcotte and Hamsher credited the 
labor of seemingly pseudonymous others, "Auguste" and "darkblack" respectively. 
Satiric Photoshopped political images are often anonymous creations, and their 
authorship histories are deliberately obscured. Since such images often function as 
part of an unregulated gift economy via e-mail and peer-to-peer file-sharing activities, 
these images can assume a different role in the public discourse, particularly when 
markers of race and gender appear to be manipulated to draw attention to a rhetoric 
of masquerade. 

Certainly, the regulatory mechanisms by which blogging societies make sense of 
competition structures built in to a limited economy of attention in a crowded and 
noisy blogosphere depend on context. Not all Photoshopped images that circulate 
between blogging communities produce blogspats. In April 2006, I posted a digitally 
altered image on my blog Virtualpolitik of anti-Google critic Siva Vaidhyanathan after 
a pro-Google blogger compared him to conservative presidential appointee Gale 
Norton.Designer Mel Horan and I created an image in which Vaidhyanathan's 
face appears surrounded by Norton's blond hair and conservative business attire 
sothe counterintuitive figure of speech was humorously literalized. Although this 
image manipulated representations of both gender and race, I felt confident that my 
fellow blogger would not be offended. I based my predicfion on previous observa- 
fions of his blogging literacy practices: I had noticed that Vaidhyanathan tolerated 
self-deprecating portraits and that there was cordial sociality between our respective 
blogs with reciprocated comments. 

It turned out I was correct in my supposition that no netiquette would be violated. 
Almost immediately the hybrid Norton/Vaidhyanathan image was reposted on his 
blog Sivacracy with the title "Uh. Maybe I am Gale Norton.A few months later, I 
began blogging with Vaidhyanathan, and our audiences became even more closely 
identified. 

Violence and the Interface 

Certainly, Photoshop and feminism have an uneasy relationship because the software 
package is used in creating fashion phofography and often presents women as objects 
for physical manipulation and sexual consumption. To dramatize this issue, the 
Swedish Ministry of Health and Social Affairs contracted with the ad firm Forsman 
and Bodenfors to produce an online social marketing campaign about unnatural 
and unrealistic manipulations of the female figure through photo retouching. On 
their interactive website, GIrlpower Retouch, visitors can mouse over the names of an 
attractive model's body parts on what seems to be a magazine cover for before and 
after views of specific altered sections of fhe image. 
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Figure 7.8 

Photoshopped image of Siva Vaidhyanathan as Gale Norton by Mel Horan. Courtesy of Mel 
Horan. 

In the short online film Evolution, from the Dove corporation's "Campaign for Real 
Beauty," an "average"-looking female is transformed first by the wizardry of profes¬ 
sionals in hair, makeup, and lighting, and then by the machinations of an unseen 
digital artist in front of a Photoshop screen who manipulates her image into an unat¬ 
tainable standard of idealized beauty. Ironically, this message comes from a company 
that is also known for marketing skin-whitening products to women of color in devel¬ 
oping nations and other consumer goods that are designed to radically alter a woman's 
natural physical appearance. Like other viral videos, the Dove ad also inspired several 
imitators, who more ambitiously changed the appearance of women in mugshots and 
elderly ladies to glamour girls. It also generated a series of online parodies that 
included footage featuring transvestites, Halloween pumpkins, and chain-smoking 
overweight male couch potatoes. 

Thus Marcotte's very decision to use a Photoshopped image of a female figure in 
her blog was rhetorically risky from the start. By using the operations of cutting and 
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Figure 7.9 

Still from Dove "Evolution" viral video campaign, Ogilvy and Mather Toronto. Courtesy of 
writer/codirector Tim Piper. 

pasting to obscure Valenti behind a burqa, Marcotte's literalizing of an imagined 
hyperbolic wish fulfillment from the political right risks enacting the very forms of 
cultural violence that it criticizes. As a film like Evolution shows, these operations can 
be seen as a form of violence, in which a woman's neck is stretched and her eyes are 
enlarged, as her head is subjected to changes that would he painful if performed on 
a live person. In a subsequent film for Dove from the same creators. Onslaught, this 
violence of and upon the feminine is made even more graphic as plastic surgery, 
liposuction, and bulimia are shown taking place in rapid succession on the user's 
YouTuhe screen. 

This display of aggression against the human hody by the operations made possible 
by a computer-mediated interface and its menus is also a motif in other popular 
online films. In Alan Becker's Animator vs. Animation, much of the action takes 
place on the "stage" of a Flash design screen, where an animated stick figure drawn 
by a web animator has escaped the captivity and physical domination imposed upon 
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him by his master to fight back by using tools from the timeline, layers, library, 
and other sections of the software menus.In addition to the standard cut and 
paste operations, weapons used by and against the animated character include swords, 
bows and arrows, machine guns, flame throwers, bombs, spears, machetes, and saw 
blades. 

The sequel. Animator vs. Animation II, has an even larger library of weapon movie 
clips, which includes "axe," "bazooka," "cannon," "crossbow," "flamethrower," "frag¬ 
mented grenade," "kunaiknife," "mace," "machinegun," "missile launcher," "Molotov 
cocktail," "pistol," "rifle," "rocket launcher," "shotgun," "sniper rifle," and sword." 
The stick figure has shed his "victim" identity and has been renamed "The Chosen 
One," after which he takes on an apocalyptic, messianic character. In the story of this 
second film, the animated character has taken on the role of an adversarial hacker 
who destroys the animator's song list, essay documents, and files of data in a destruc¬ 
tive rampage that goes beyond his Flash window to all-out warfare with the other 
software packages across his desktop. 



Figure 7.10 

Animator vs. Animation by Alan Becker, by permission of Robert Becker. 
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Of course, Animator vs. Animation can be viewed as an homage by its teenaged 
creator to predecessors like Duck Amuck (1953), in which the classic Warner Brothers 
animated character Daffy Duck is subjected to abuse and torment by an unseen tradi¬ 
tional cell animator, who turns out to be his rival Bugs Bunny. However, there may 
theoretically he more to be seen in what could he called a satiric display of the logic 
of the interface. As Lev Manovich has argued, both Walter Benjamin and Paul Virilio 
have stressed "the aggression potentially present" when the traditional opposition 
between touch and seeing in Western thought becomes collapsed with the proximity, 
made possible by interactivity and telecommunication, that can violate the aura of 
aesthetic objects. 

On the web, there are many such theaters of cruelty, particularly those with politi¬ 
cal content, so that seemingly disenfranchised computer users who are frustrated by 
the failures of representative government can take revenge against figureheads and 
policy makers who seem to be perpetuating injustice upon others. These programs 
that allow political subjects to seem to get control of the body politic via representa¬ 
tions of the body naturaP^^ of a head of state range from relatively benign mockery 
to horrific Grand Guignol dismemberment. At one end of the spectrum are "Dancing 
Bush" or “Dancing Hillary" programs in which a photograph of the celebrity politi¬ 
cian occupies the head of a figure gyrating through various dance routines. There 
are also "Falling Bush" and "Falling Hillary" screensavers, where ragdoll figures of 
politicians tumble down through cloudlike balls. However, there are also dozens of 
variations of the whack-a-mole game, in which Internet visitors try to hit the head 
of the elected representative as soon as it pops up on their screen. There are also 
games with discrete levels, such as Bushgame.com, in which the player must take 
on other members of the extended First Family and even do battle with the copulat¬ 
ing senior Bushes and their legions of bats. Many of these games are domestically 
produced by administration critics, but reporters in the news media more commonly 
report on the drama of videogames and interactive websites that are made by and 
for foreign audiences, such as the mod of a crude 3-D first-person-shooter that shows 
a hunt for the president, "Night of Bush Capturing." 

Neutral cartoon-like bodies that can be bashed around on the screen can also be 
given “skins" from political figures such as George W. Bush, John Kerry, and Michael 
Moore. The same website that hosts the Flash work of Animator vs. Animation creator 
Alan Becker also hosts the wildly popular “Interactive Buddy," a physics simulation 
in which a computer user can use his or her mouse to interact with the character in 
a number of ways from gentle tickling to violent changes caused by a vortex in 
gravity.Like other Flash websites, the program comes with many weapons (grenades, 
flails, fire hoses, bowling balls, and so on) and much of the humor comes from the 
realistically rendered concussive effects of these destructive items in the small rectan¬ 
gle that the character occupies, in which there are not only actions but reactions that 
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do his body harm. In the standard version of "Interactive Buddy," the protagonist is 
a figure made up of six spheres, but skins can be purchased that allow it to assume a 
range of political identities. 

The aggression that conflates touch and sight that is made possible through Internet 
access is not limited to actions against political cartoons. In his installation "Domestic 
Tension,” Iraqi-born artist Wafaa Bilal invites visitors to his website to take part in a 
perverse form of wish fulfillment and "shoot an Iraqi" for themselves. For thirty days 
Bilal moved his personal furnishings into a gallery space, where he attempted to eat, 
sleep, and pass the time, while those who chose to do so fired at him with paintballs 
by using a computer-activated device that could be triggered remotely by Internet 
users. According to the frequently asked questions page about the installation, "Bilal's 
objective is to raise awareness of virtual war and privacy, or lack thereof, in the digital 
age."136 Through extensive video blogging, Bilal documented his experience of being 
constantly hunted by those participating in the installation, who fired paintballs from 
around the world. The site received 80 million visits, and the gun was fired 65,000 
times.13^ 

Although participatory art is often validated as being somehow more noble by virtue 
of its opposition to passive spectatorship, other Internet artworks with game-like 
interfaces similarly invite critique of the shoot-em-up norm of interactivity. Visitors 
to the online exhibition could choose to communicate with Bilal in other ways, but 
most chose merely to shoot at him. The online game by Gonzalo Frasca, September 12, 
explicitly uses the crosshairs interface to invite reflection about what makes shooting 
the default position for an interactive experience. The opening screen of what Frasca 
calls a "simulation" without an ending, rather than a "game," gives the visitor to the 
site the following instructions: "You can shoot. Or not. This is a simple model you 
can use to explore some aspects of the war on terror."13® The more the player shoots 
at Arab-style headdress-wearing "terrorists," the more the player creates new terrorists, 
who germinate in the wake of the collateral damage of killed civilians and destroyed 
buildings. 

There were, however, also forms of emergent behavior that came to Bilal's aid. As 
one art journalist noted, "Evidence of this kind of compassion evolved in the creation 
of the Virtual Human Shield, a string of code written by web surfers that caused the 
gun to aim off to the side and away from Bilal. 'It formed because of this project, and 
their goal was to stop the brutality of the shooters by asking people to keep the gun 
pointed away from me, to the left, at all times.' "i3^ 

The political satires covered in this chapter situate and are situated in discourses 
from a number of distinct digital genres—including FPS, web generator, viral video, 
and blog—and range widely in their level of user interactivity from simple online 
forms to sophisticated digital design programs like Photoshop and Flash. Yet they share 
many common tropes with the work of hacktivist programmers, although this elite 
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cadre of hackers may typically work at the more abstract level of raw code. The issues 
these new forms of satire raise, about whether the public's interests are best served by 
giving the government unlimited authority to authenticate and surveil, are designed 
to stimulate questions about the fundamental sources of political power. Whether or 
not they actually stimulate serious reflection about ideology, given the modes of dis¬ 
traction and the casual interactivity of the web genres that give them such broad 
popular appeal, may still be open to debate. 



8 Reading Room: The Nation-State and Digital Library Initiatives 


Chester, Vermont, is a tiny town with a population that edges just over 3,000 residents. 
As a microcosm of Yankee pastoralism, it seems frozen in time, especially compared 
to the transnational cities and sprawling ethnoburbs that are booming elsewhere in 
the country. Its tourbook quaintness consists of a stone village, a row of Victorian 
houses converted to gift shops and inns, a classic diner complete with American 
Modern aluminium sheeting, and a nineteenth-century red brick railroad depot. 
Chester is 98 percent white and 98.5 percent U.S.-born, and unlike many struggling 
local municipalities in New England, Chester enjoys a low 3 percent unemployment 
rate. 

The main industry of Chester is not lumber or maple syrup or teddy bears. It is 
metadata, and it has been so for the better part of a century, after the town remained 
populated in spite of the closure of over a dozen mills and factories in the area since 
the Civil War. An early twentieth-century postcard shows an imagined Chester of the 
future with elevated railways and streetcars that never materialized. Because this place 
eventually became home to a group of utopian visionaries and bibliographers with 
grand plans for new data economies based on universal access to cheaply produced, 
easy-to-store documents, this hopeful illustration perhaps does show a city plan for 
the informationopolis that could have been, if it had happened when it was supposed 
to happen in Chester and not fifty years later in woodsy Mountain View, California 
or Redmond, Washington, the corporate seats of the current metadata corporate giant 
Google and the other contender hoping for eventual market dominance, Microsoft. 

Although the digitization of information is often represented in the news media as 
a purely technical, totally automated, single-step process, as the workers of present-day 
Chester know, the transubstantiation that takes place in the local plant every day 
involves human commerce and specific, sometimes conflicting, social codes about 
labor practices, work cultures, annotation conventions, legal agreements, and profes¬ 
sional associations. It is here in Chester that the U.S. Congressional Serial Set is being 
digitized, which encompasses the Congressional Record from 1817 to 1980. In addi¬ 
tion to information from the legislative process that would obviously be recorded 


240 


Chapter 8 


about hearings, speeches, public comments, and votes, the Serial Set includes a range 
of other print ephemera that were part of government reports at the time, such as 
tables of statisfical data and over 50,000 maps, including illustrated documents about 
the new U.S. territories from explorer John C. Fremont. In fact, the digital public 
archives of the Library of Congress include only a fraction of fhe material from the 
U.S. Serial Set, and the official government website even admits that this public 
national library has digitized "only portions" of these records.^ 

The digitization of the entire work by the private sector is being done in Chester by 
the Readex corporation, which is headquartered in a former funeral home, and—by 
extension—its parent company NewsBank, which is based in Naples, Florida. Workers 
in Chester maintain the large computer servers, add information about illustrations, 
correct misspelled names and illogical pagination, identify the people and objects 
depicted in photographs, resolve inconsistencies in the information presented, and 
append thousands of subject descriptions page-by-page to the electronic documents 
in the Serial Set. Although it is detail-oriented work, often done in post-Fordist open 
cubicles, many express pride in their local Vermont product, and some families have 
several members working in the Chester plant. The company proudly declares that 
the indexers have an average of "seven to ten years of experience in the field" and a 
"wide range of educational backgrounds."^ For many years the only major corporate 
competitor in digitizing the bulk of these particular public records was LexisNexis, 
which also offered libraries and professional researchers subscriptions to their costly 
proprietary electronic databases, so Readex had good reason to be pleased with their 
workers' comparatively efficient performance. 

In addition to benefitting from core readerships in universities, companies have seen 
the financial value of federal, sfate, and local documents to law firms, real estate 
offices, and businesses engaged in public-private partnerships. In recent decades several 
private firms have developed business plans to digitize many kinds of public records. 
Some of these companies have even made intellectual property claims over their copy 
of the content of public hearings and press conferences by government officials by 
appending elaborate copyright statements to these documents. 

Since the Freedom of Information Act, there have been dozens of bills introduced 
in Congress about public access to and private protection of information, and yet the 
basic challenges of making digital copies of government records available to citizens 
at taxpayer expense can seem daunting when materials cataloged in the U.S. National 
Archives alone represent about 9 billion separate items to be potentially digitized,^ 
which in turn comprise only 1 to 3 percent of the total of "documents and materials 
created in the course of business conducted by the United States Federal government" 
that have been deemed worthy "for legal or historical reasons" of preservation forever.^ 
Similarly, the Library of Congress, which holds a much more modest 100 million 
items,^ has only digitized a very small percentage of ifs collecfions. 
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Although the legislative branch now offers coverage of much Capitol business in 
broadcasts on the cable television channel C-SPAN, the work of present-day govern¬ 
ance takes place at multiple sites simultaneously, and committees also have subcom¬ 
mittees handling particular issues. In addition, the quality of web-based resources 
presented to keep distant constituencies informed can vary widely from committee to 
committee, even for the rare committees that post full transcripts or uninterrupted 
online video of public sessions. As more legislative committees offer video recording 
of their proceedings to be archived for the public record, this addition of informational 
bandwidth only increases the need for effective indexing and search tools. In other 
words, webcasting with streaming video can represent a relative loss of access in com¬ 
parison to the relatively efficient finding aids already in use for plain text transcripts. 
Even the seemingly easy-to-mine bill-tracking website THOMAS, which was launched 
in 1995 and presents various drafts of legislation,*’ still excludes the actual language 
of congressional discussion and debate and thus the full discursive context in which 
the law is constituted, even if it offers a text-based search engine with keyword func¬ 
tionality that provides a definite contrast to video-recorded proceedings. In a country 
in which political ideology and epistemology are so closely linked by Lockean philo¬ 
sophical traditions and a Jeffersonian faith that "wherever the people are well informed 
they can be trusted with their own government,"^ it is strange that there are no 
fundamental Constitutional mandates that elevate the public records detailing 
the mechanics of the legislative process much above the base level of disorganized 
discrete data. 

In any case, it seems clear that government contracts with private for-profit groups 
for digitizing and reproducing public records can go seriously awry. For example, the 
Federal News Service (FNS), a primary source of verbatim transcripts of congressional 
hearings, campaign speeches, and other public statements by Washington newsmak¬ 
ers, which was founded in 1984 during the Ronald Reagan era of concentrated priva¬ 
tization of government services, was at one time run by a now-bankrupt Christian 
fundamentalist millionaire who was simultaneously the owner of the Grace News 
Network, an organization that was proud to say that it "will be reporting the current 
secular news, along with aggressive proclamations that will 'change the news' to reflect 
the Kingdom of God and its purposes."® (Despite obvious conflicts between church 
and state, the Grace News Network was also strangely given a contract by the U.S. 
government for broadcasting Arabic-language news in Muslim Iraq after the 2003 
American military occupation began.Financial reporters knew that FNS had had a 
dubious antitrust history under one of its previous heads, Cortes W. Randell, who had 
been featured in a New York Times "Rogue's Gallery''^ in connection with an earlier 
venture, the National Student Marketing Corporation. As the Times explained shortly 
after the Federal News Service was founded, "this high-technology transcription 
company with a low public profile has quickly, and quietly, made itself indispensable 
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to news organizations, many branches of Government and even foreign governments 
by covering news conferences, briefings and ofher sessions among Washington's 
comment mills: the press offices and public affairs offices of the departments of State 
and Defense, the White House, Congress and television talk shows.By 2005, FNS 
copyright statements were appearing on wehsites for the federal government, which 
was using the company's transcripts—complete with disclaimers of FNS ownership—in 
its own press releases to the public. 

The "Don't Be Evil" Company Does Digitization 

In 2007 the Google Books project began to scan the detailed copy of the same U.S. 
Serial Set that had once been the sole purview of Readex and LexisNexis. There had 
been relatively little controversy over other private corporations scanning public docu¬ 
ments and rare originals for the closed collections of subscription-service online 
archives, which were rarely accessed by readers outside of top-tier universities. But 
Google's larger library initiative, aimed to provide powerful digital research tools and 
massive text archives to regular consumers, stimulated controversy and heated debate 
from the very beginning, when the company announced in December 2004 that it 
would be digitizing the entire print collections of the New York Public Library and 
prestigious university libraries at the University of Michigan, Harvard, Stanford, and 
Oxford. Rather than draw attention to the project's income stream from directed 
advertising and data about customer behavior, the official corporate press release, titled 
"Google Checks Out Library Books,” asserted that Google's project "to make offline 
information searchable online" was clearly part of the corporation's mission "to orga¬ 
nize the world's information."^^ Nonetheless, many soon questioned the consequences 
of these self-described noble aims. 

Publishers immediately expressed alarm about losing their traditional control over 
their intellectual property, which they believed had a history in case law that went 
far beyond the rights of first sale of fhe mere artifacf fhey had manufactured in the 
form of the book's hard copy.'^ Many writers were also unhappy with the Google 
project, even though the press release reassured both groups that they would be able 
to "monetize that information," since the program would "generate book sales.On 
September 20, 2005, the Authors Guild filed a class action lawsuit against Google, 
alleging that the company was "engaging in massive copyright infringement" just by 
"reproducing for itself a copy of those works not in the public domain."'^ 

As negotiations with publishers ground to a halt, the CEO of Google jusfified his 
company's seemingly intransigent position on sharing royalties in an October 18, 2005 
editorial in the Wall Street Journal by pointing out that only 20 percent of books housed 
in these libraries were in the public domain and yet only another 20 percent were still 
in print, which left 60 percent of the collections totally inaccessible to those without 
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institutional library cards, as well as to the buying public.^'’ Google argued that the 
small selections from the copyrighted books published online by the search engine 
merely constituted convenient finding aids that were covered by fair use provisions 
and would only help would-be readers locate copies of the books for legitimate pur¬ 
chases. The following day, five companies from the American Association of Publishers 
filed a suit of their own against Google. Their complaint alleged that Google was a 
commercial enterprise that benefited from ad revenue and increased traffic to their 
associated websites and that companies were suffering "continuing, irreparable and 
imminent harm” because of "Google's willful infringement.”^^ 

By early 2006, Google had begun a major public relations counteroffensive that 
included pages linked to their main search page, which seemed to feature spontaneous 
user-generated feedback about the benefits of Google Book Search to publishers and 
authors. Rhetoricians might find the diction of Google's "User Stories" very strange, 
because these canned testimonials earnestly emphasize either how the typical Google 
Book Search user would be happily spending more money buying more books as a 
direct result of using Google's service or how the user who wasn't a rapid-response 
book consumer would claim the identity position of one narrowly interested in materi¬ 
als safely out of copyright and in the dusty territory of public domain, generally a 
harmless armchair historian or amateur genealogist. Comments featuring eagerness to 
spend money were prominently displayed in the top results on the User Stories page 
and included many gushing celebrations of commodity consumerism, such as "1 
foresee my pocketbook getting lots of use!” and "That's three books I am about to 
buy.”^® Such testimonials also emphasized the instant-gratification impulse buying 
supposedly engineered into online user behavior, obvious in the declaration that "1 
immediately ordered a copy of the book it was in." A similar Google enthusiast 
claimed, "The first thing 1 did was go to Amazon to order a copy."^^ Of course, Google's 
posting of these narratives seems disingenuous to a close reader, given how users of 
digital media generally want online access to recent and complete files at minimal 
cost and how large-scale digitization efforts may exacerbate pre-existing conflicts 
between traditional cultures of knowledge contained in libraries and newer cultures 
of information stored in computer databanks. These claims to sole membership in 
traditional print-based knowledge culture would seem to be not representative, given 
that even the much ballyhooed "reputation economies" of Web 2.0 are often based 
on access to free merchandise, services, and cheat codes. 

University officials also came to Google's defense in the beginning of 2006 as the 
company prepared itself for litigation on the copyright infringement cases. In an 
impassioned address hyperbolically entitled "Google, the Khmer Rouge, and the Public 
Good,” the president of the University of Michigan, Mary Sue Coleman, rallied to the 
company's side.^^ Coleman had been a spokesperson for Google before and had been 
quoted in the original 2004 corporate press release as saying, "We believe passionately 
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that such universal access to the world's printed treasures is mission-critical for today's 
great public university. 

As a speaker Coleman makes appeals to the interests of the public good in the 
"Khmer Rouge" address and emphasizes the concept of duty, which Coleman calls 
one's "responsibilities and obligations."^^ She characterizes the partnership between 
the university and Google as a "legal, ethical, and noble endeavor that will transform 
our society. Coleman opens her speech with an anecdote about the creation of the 
Library of Congress by Thomas Jefferson, which—as 1 will explain later—is not a nexus 
of comparison withouf irony. Soon info fhe speech, she notes the nature of the rhe¬ 
torical occasion in that she is facing a presumably hosfile audience, the Association 
of American Publishers, where she is responding to perceived attacks on the Google 
library initiative "on the editorial page, across the airwaves, and, with your organiza¬ 
tion's endorsement, in the court system."^^ Often Coleman seems to be straining the 
limits of credibilify by reaching for dramatic figures of speech—for example, by com¬ 
paring fhe diligence of her instifufion's safeguarding of copyrighfed library materials 
involved in their partnership with Google to "our most sensitive materials at the 
University: medical records. Defense Deparfment data, and highly infectious disease 
agents used in research."^*’ Her argument about the need for digital preservation to 
protect against possibly catastrophic events has some intermediate steps, but eventu¬ 
ally her oratory reaches dire comparisons to the total breakdown of a sociefy's entire 
cultural heritage that took place under the genocidal Khmer Rouge regime. To move 
her listeners, she also appeals to pathos by referencing fhe recent Hurricane Katrina 
disaster, which destroyed over 600,000 items in the Tulane University Government 
Documents collection. Then Coleman returns to the story of her introducfory narra- 
five and the commitment that Jefferson had to systematic archival preservation, which 
Coleman argues came out of his own experiences wifh a disasfrous house fire thaf had 
consumed the library of his family home at Shadwell in 1770. 

However, the story of Jefferson's actual donation of materials from his personal 
library af Monticello fo the Library of Congress is much more complex than Coleman's 
heroic retelling of it, in ways that are relevant to those who also see digital libraries 
as initiatives involving complicated narratives about political ideology, cultural inclu¬ 
siveness, technical constraints, and the financial self-interest of fhe parfies involved. 
Despite Coleman's idealization of the historical event, Jefferson's motivafion to gen¬ 
erosity was not entirely altruistic in that his book collection represented a sizable asset 
that he hoped to liquidate through an expeditious sale to Congress in order to solve 
his personal financial problems with chronic debt. Jefferson also argued that part of 
fhe value of his collection consisted in its documentation and the fact that he had 
painstakingly cataloged the contents by subject matter using Bacon's table of science 
and fhe hierarchies of Memory (Hisfory), Reason (Philosophy), and Imaginafion (Fine 
Arfs), rafher than the relatively metadata-poor method of simple alphabetization. 
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although in practice Jefferson's books acfually had been shelved as physical objects 
by size at Monticello, contrary to modern information retrieval protocols. 

To complicate matters, not all stakeholders and potential collection users agreed 
that Jefferson's library was an appropriate choice for the core of what was beginning 
to be considered the nation's library, even after the British destroyed the Capitol and 
burned the original Library of Congress collection during the War of 1812, creating 
an urgent need for access fo print matter for congressmen. Some legislators in the 
House objected to the nature of Jefferson's bibliographical selections in "embracing 
too many works in foreign languages, some of foo philosophical a characfer, and some 
otherwise objectionable." Other congressmen wished to exclude "all books of an 
atheisfical, irreligious, and immoral tendency."^® Even after a protracted period of 
negotiation and deliberation, not all parties assented to the acquisition: the bill to 
purchase Jefferson's famed library passed the House by only ten votes. 

Given the possibility that a specific technology can become outmoded or prove 
unreliable, Jefferson's production of his own papers is also an interesting case in point. 
As Hillel Schwartz has pointed out, Jefferson was famous for trying new replication 
techniques in creating his personal archive.These techniques ranged from a mechan¬ 
ical arm that attached to a second pen and writing table to a chemical and paper 
process that was somewhat similar to an early mimeograph device. Unfortunately, it 
was Jefferson's very enthusiasm for replication and technological innovation that has 
interfered with presenting some of his papers in digital form for the wider public today, 
because many of his works are illegible, given the poor quality of such early mechani¬ 
cal replication techniques. As Library of Congress digital projects coordinator Laura 
Graham pointed out in an interview,^'* George Washington's papers, which were 
copied in the traditional manner by professional secrefaries and sfored in manuscript 
as bound volumes, are in considerably more presentable condition, and thus much 
more legible on the library's portal on the World Wide Web. 

Today, the Library of Congress's initiatives continue to be criticized by some skeptics. 
Opponents of centralization argue that digital materials are still not adequately targeted 
to diverse audiences across the country and that the concentration of production activi¬ 
ties in Washington, D.C., discourages local municipalities from participation in ambi¬ 
tious projects with their own archives and representative primary sources. Furthermore, 
because the Library of Congress is often dependent on monetary partnerships with 
other institutions, when making decisions about prioritizing the electronic duplication 
of particular digital materials, long-term strategic planning can be difficult to under¬ 
take. Although many philanthropic organizations have been credited with contributing 
funds for digitizing widely respected document collections, other private donors have 
been more problematic. Perhaps the most egregious example of private interests distort¬ 
ing the agenda of public digital library projects would be the history of Coca-Cola 
advertisements that now takes up some of the Library of Congress's valuable virtual 
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estate in the American Memory Collection. Alongside the papers of Ahraham Lincoln 
and James Madison, the beverage bottling giant has managed to insert a digital collec¬ 
tion that features the distinctive script associated with their proprietary brand and 
omits any documents that depict the iconography of their competitors, much less 
public debate about the unhealthy role that soft drinks have played in our society's 
dietary habits by dominating so much of fhe visual culture of American life. 

Similarly—despite the pro-Google sentiments of many professors, librarians, and 
adminisfrators who doubt that comparatively underfunded universities and philan¬ 
thropic organizations could ever otherwise marshal the resources for truly compre¬ 
hensive digital library efforts—some scholars continue to be wary of the Google 
brand's initiative precisely because it relies on continuing corporate benevolence and 
denies the very public, who is supposedly being served, access to the source code of 
Google's proprietary technologies or sometimes even disclosure of the confidential 
legal contracts that set the rules for the deal between the participating campus librar¬ 
ies, many of which are public institutions, and the dominant search engine company 
in the current national market. 

Coleman's boosterism unconsciously points to the problem of trusting in continu¬ 
ing corporate involvement when she points out that "General Motors does not need 
to maintain the tools for its 1957 Chevys, and would have a hard time manufacturing 
a car from that year," while "a university is responsible for stewarding the knowledge 
of 1957, and for all the years before and after—the books and magazines; the widely 
known research findings and the narrow monographs; the arcane and the popular. 
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Figure 8.1 

Fifty Years of Coca-Cola Television Advertisements on the Library of Congress American Memory 
website 














The Nation-State and Digital Library initiatives 


247 


Although Coleman obviously doesn't see the implications of her analogy, like General 
Motors, Google also has product lines that involve prioritizing profitable market 
niches over unprofitable ones and algorithms that have been updated over time to 
produce different rankings of search results in different iterations—sometimes to the 
benefit of particular advertising sponsors. Even changes to the very name of the digi¬ 
tization project may have impacted certain forms of functionality, since the originally 
titled "Google Print" initiative became "Google Book Search" as a result of the com¬ 
pany's rebranding efforts in the face of litigation. 

In "A Risky Gamble with Google," intellectual property scholar Siva Vaidhyanathan 
questions the "dream of the perfect research machine"^^ that is promulgated by the 
initiative. Although Vaidhyanathan is well aware that both students and faculty 
depend on the commercial search engine for directing most basic queries, a fact of life 
that Internet researchers have repeatedly confirmed,he cautions against the dangers 
of elevating "Google's role and responsibility as the steward—with no accountabil¬ 
ity—of our information ecosystem.Vaidhynathan also points out that part of the 
success of Google's rhetorical strategy rests on their carefully managed corporate 
branding efforts to date, in which executives depict themselves as "the anti-Microsoft" 
and thus "the good guy on the block, even though Google is fast becoming a 
monopoly in its own right. 

As Google diversifies its corporate holdings and expands into social network sites, 
video file-sharing services, blogging software, document production platforms, corpo¬ 
rate productivity tools, and courseware for universities, it is able to gather more infor¬ 
mation about the computer-mediated communication habits of users with their 
ubiquitous Google accounts, which keep the user logged in as he or she moves from 
searching the Internet to uploading family videos to posting a blog entry to working 
on private documents hosted on remote sites far from the user's desktop. All of this 
personal information can conceivably be harvested to provide unprecedented market 
research data that goes beyond what individuals buy and sell into what they watch, 
read, write, and, by extension, think. 

Making access to electronic archives part of that nexus of digital preferences has 
certain troubling implications, in that public records would become part of the adver¬ 
tising and marketing schemes for a private company. Furthermore, in the case of citi¬ 
zens accessing materials produced about the government and by the government, one 
kind of participation in the political processes would no longer be protected by the 
traditional anonymity associated with other conventions of interactivity like the secret 
ballot and rituals of privacy surrounding citizenship. Ironically, some of the same 
libraries that vigorously protected individual patron records during the McCarthy era 
from snooping by the authorities, because law enforcement agencies wanted to know 
who was checking out politically subversive texts, are now choosing to participate in 
a system that allows a third party to track a reader's most private habits in the archive. 
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Furthermore, since market data is now of great interest to political campaigns that 
attempt to win elections hy stooping to using household shopping information on a 
voter-by-voter basis, it may not be long before Google is selling targeted advertising 
if not outright information about private reading habits to those who wish to manipu¬ 
late elections. If the results of a given Google search can be reordered to privilege paid 
advertisers, would political interests have incentives to prioritize particular parts of 
the legislative record or the written history of governance? 

Certainly not everyone involved with the recent history of building digital archives 
accepts Google's self-ordained designation as the company with the "don't be evil" 
motto. Because of the unintended consequences from the procedural logic behind 
Google's search algorithms, those who build archival collections may find themselves 
losing credit for and even access to their own electronic libraries. For example, Jim 
Zwick, an independent scholar and veteran of several trailblazing digital archives 
projects, began collecting materials about U.S. and European imperialism, expositions 
and world's fairs, and the visual culture of the nineteenth century nation-state in the 
1990s. To do this, Zwick was careful to clear the necessary permissions for posting 
these photographic reproductions and texts on the World Wide Web. Zwick organized 
his huge catalog of images and primary source documents at a personally managed 
website, BoondocksNet, which at its zenith hosted over 20,000 pages, including 
explanatory essays and other curatorial materials that Zwick personally created. 
However, so many state curricula thought Zwick's site was so useful for their standards- 
based large-scale courses that they copied pages and pages of it and hosted Zwick's 
content on their own, often government-sponsored, servers. Because companies like 
Google want to simplify search results, they do not carry duplicate content if the same 
pages appear on more than one server. And to make sure that users reach the most 
authoritative sites, the algorithm of these search engines seems to default to institu¬ 
tional URLs with .edu or .gov extensions, even if these institutional sites do not legiti¬ 
mately host the materials of the credited authors. 

According to Zwick, his site on U.S. imperialism had a similar page ranking to com¬ 
parable materials hosted on the Library of Congress website in 2003.^'’ But after tech¬ 
nologies became available to duplicate the content of Internet behemoths like Amazon, 
com and Wikipedia, mechanisms had to be created to preserve their page ranking and 
protect their status as large hubs,^^ while removing thousands of pages of duplicate 
content that were appearing in search results at Google and other search engines. 
Thus, because of the procedural logic dictating search protocols, what Claus Schmidt 
calls "page hijacking"^® was punished when its victims were sites that were already 
authoritative hubs associated with government agencies or institutions of higher 
learning. But if the domain came from an independent extramural source, more 
powerful "textual poachers" (here 1 use Henry Jenkins' term for the behavior of fans 
of films and television shows more broadly to include other media admirers who 
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duplicate content for their own works^^) could end up hurting the actual content 
creator. Thus even large-scale preservationist sites, such as the Internet Archive, might 
cause the original author to be blocked from a given set of search results. 

These scenarios may be more likely as web search paradigms become increasingly 
complex and likely to be automated in projects related to the rise of the "semantic 
web," which will use protocols from artificial intelligence to predict the relevance of 
a given search result and allow users to "teach the machine" what they might want 
without input from professional indexers. However, in questioning the "warehouse" 
model of the library, Paul Duguid and John Seely Brown also express skepticism about 
the possibilities for a future version of the World Wide Web, which is "self-organized 
but patrolled by bots," to serve as a substitute for traditional or digital libraries. As 
Duguid and Brown see the Internet, "Our results primarily serve to remind us that the 
Web is a vast, disorderly, and very fast-changing information repository with enor¬ 
mous quantities of overlapping and duplicate information and that all its catalogues 
are incomplete and out of date."^“ 

Regardless of size, even the most obviously educational sites with a lot of author¬ 
generated content could get caught up in the no-duplication net. As Zwick says, "I 
think my site, the Smithsonian, and a bunch of others were banned from Google in 
early 2005 after a commercial script for use by high schools was released that uses 302 
redirects to link to all kinds of academic sites. Google seems to have made manual 
corrections for well-known institutional sites but did not address the problem more 
generally so many independent sites continue to be penalized because of 302 links 
and copying by others."^' By early 2007, use of Zwick's site had declined to less than 
23 percent of what it had been in early 2003, and newer materials added to the site 
were not getting any use at all. Ironically, this problem of "domain poisoning" was 
made worse the more popular Zwick's site became among authoritative content pro¬ 
viders. As he writes, "The first using 302 redirects did it as a bait-and-switch but by 
2005 or so, many legitimate sites were using the same technology to count usage of 
links going to the legitimate sites.Says Zwick, "Google was the most influential 
problem with the 'duplicate content' issue but my site was also banned from Microsoft 
Live and Ask.com because of it."^^ For Zwick it was particularly disastrous, because— 
like many independent scholars—he also used his website to showcase his publica¬ 
tions. So, an entire corpus of work on American political discourse and authors such 
as Mark Twain was not linked to his individual domain, although that was his intent 
in putting his publications there in the first place. After depleting his financial and 
emotional resources in numerous, often fruitless Digital Millennium Copyright Act 
takedown attempts, Zwick closed his site in frustration. 

Because scholars and artists often use independent websites to host their materials, 
given their understandable urge to avoid the constraints of an institutional identity 
and to adapt to the necessarily nomadic character of university employment that is 
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driven by the demands of tenure and promotion, which requires frequent relocation 
of faculty, this disadvantage to "indie" websites in the logic of Google's search algo¬ 
rithms could potentially force faculty members to host their personal materials on 
university and other institutionally recognized servers to preserve access, even if pro¬ 
fessors feel that these arrangements ultimately lead to less control of form and content 
and a structuring of their production for Internet audiences by disincentives that 
inhibit more controversial rhetorical uses such as social activism. For example, this 
book was developed on a web log that functioned as an independent site separate 
from the .edu domain that 1 use for faculty purposes, because 1 wanted to make clear 
that any political critiques 1 was posing of the government as a digital media-maker 
did not represent the opinions of the university for which 1 worked. As Zwick himself 
pointed out, however, this "independence" was still limited by the fact that the Vir- 
tiialpolitik blog was hosted by a Google subsidiary and thus in some ways the property 
of a corporate entity that could pull content from their servers at any time. 

At a time when everything from titling newspaper headlines^^ to naming children^^ 
is being influenced by Google's algorithms, this ability for a private corporation to 
organize print information without public accountability could have many unin¬ 
tended consequences, particularly if the corporation's idiosyncratic indexing choices 
are considered proprietary knowledge that must be kept as a trade secret to preserve 
their competitive position in the marketplace. Vaidhyanathan has argued that aca¬ 
demics from many fields associated with what he calls "Critical Information Studies" 
should be engaged in interrogating the "structures, functions, habits, norms, and 
practices" of particular aspects of information culture and in analyzing how these 
issues go beyond simple arguments about digital "rights" to include consideration of 
the more subtle impacts of cost and access that have the potential for chilling effects 
on a "semiotic democracy" that is situated in "global flows of information."^'’ As the 
inheritor of an intellectual history with a lineage from cultural studies and political 
economy, cultural information studies (CIS) is uniquely situated to consider how 
public policy decisions create informational constraints and vice versa. Since Google 
has already cooperated with an authoritarian regime by allowing information censor¬ 
ship—filtering the outputs that go to screens in China to exclude certain results about 
"democracy" or "human rights" in order to secure state sanction and thus increase 
market share,'*^—the questions that Vaidhyanathan raises about the politics of infor¬ 
mation in relationship to Google are worth considering more deeply. 

Vaidhyanathan has also expressed concern that the Library of Congress may be 
prematurely surrendering "its role in standardizing how we catalog knowledge.'"*® 
Vaidhyanathan's fears may not be ungrounded, given a recent report from the Working 
Group on the Future of Bibliographic Control at the Library of Congress that 
de-emphasizes investment in public infrastructure and federal information design 
efforts. 
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The future of bibliographic control will be collaborative, decentralized, international in scope, 
and Web-based. Its realization will occur in cooperation with the private sector, and with the 
active collaboration of library users. Data will be gathered from multiple sources; change will 
happen quickly; and bibliographic control will be dynamic, not static. The underlying technol¬ 
ogy that makes this future possible and necessary—the World Wide Web—is now almost two 
decades old. Libraries must continue the transition to this future without delay in order to retain 
their significance as information providers.^® 

This new direction is not without detractors even among librarians and within the 
Library of Congress itself. Wikis^° and blogs^^ also question the wisdom of automating 
and distributing traditional knowledge functions. 

The Cryptohistories of Digitization 

Obviously, corporations are not guaranteed eternal success in highly competitive 
technology fields based only on their one-time dominance in market share. By the 
beginning of the twenty-first century, Google had emerged as the champion among 
many competing search engine companies. However, patent history has shown that 
these victories can be surprisingly short-lived, as was the case for many of the innova¬ 
tive technologies developed at Xerox PARC during its heyday, but ultimately made 
profitable in the long term much later by the corporation's competitors.^^ 

The history of Chester shows how once-cutting-edge technologies for information 
duplication, storage, and retrieval can become little more than forgotten artifacts in 
a more complicated media history with many competing discourses about ownership, 
labor, value, and community in play. It was here in Chester that a team of inventors 
and archivists planned to provide the membership of the American Library Association 
and other traditional libraries with the "resources of the great libraries of the world— 
the rare and inaccessible books, manuscripts, and newspapers heretofore available 
alone to those few who could journey to a distant museum or library.By the middle 
of the twentieth century, Readex corporation catalogs announced that in addition to 
their collection of Early American Imprints, much prized by scholars of colonial 
history and literature, the company could sell copies of records from the United 
Nations, the British House of Commons, and U.S. government publications from 1951 
to the present. 

The Readex Corporation now digitizing the Serial Set was at one time run by Albert 
Boni, who produced popular abridged classics in "The Little Leather Library," which 
were sold through Woolworth's chain stores. In his literary magazine, he published 
Ford Madox Ford, Ezra Pound, H.D., and William Carlos Williams.^'* Later, as one of 
the cofounders of the Boni-Liveright Publishing Company, Boni introduced the 
"Modern Library of the World's Best Classics" and sold paperback books by mail-order 
subscription for a firm that later became The Modern Library and then Random House, 
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one of the firms that sued Google over potential copyright infringement. As a progres¬ 
sive publisher, Boni's first title was Oscar Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Grey. 

Boni had been known as something of a political radical in his youth; as a teen 
he was secretary of the local chapter of the Socialist Party.^^ While on hiatus from 
publishing, Boni had gone to Russia after the 1917 Revolution, like many American 
socialists, where he hobnobbed with Lenin on newsreels and became an acquaintance 
of labor organizer Emma Goldman and would-be anticorporate assassin Alexander 
Berkman. He had been imprisoned by the Bolsheviks and then deported on a transport 
train. Boni was also a member of the utopian Free Acres Colony for many years, 
an experiment in community living that eschewed the personal ownership of 
property.^'’ 

After returning from Russia, Boni expanded his catalog of important authors in the 
modernist tradition to include Gertrude Stein and Thorton Wilder.Embroiled in 
conflicts for market share with The Book of the Month Club and discount books from 
the Brentanos chain, Boni later became a public opponent in the New York Times of 
the very cutthroat publishing industry cost cutting that he himself helped originate. 
Nonetheless, issues about affordability of ownership for printed matter continued to 
occupy his attention. 

During World War II, Boni focused on revolutions in information duplication and 
distribution rather than politics or literature and became interested in new photo¬ 
graphic techniques and their possible applicability to the traditional publishing busi¬ 
ness. First he joined a group of partners in the ill-fated International Film Book 
Company; then he began to work on miniaturizing British eighteenth- and nine¬ 
teenth-century sessional papers from the House of Commons. He moved from New 
York City to Vermont and began more daring experiments with microreproduction 
technologies. He claimed that his inspiration had been a "miniature candid-camera 
shot which had been enlarged ten thousand times." "Why not," as Boni reasoned, 
"reverse the process?"^® He also described seeing a human eyelash blown up 10,000 
times, so that the pores in the surrounding skin looked like craters on the moon.^^ 
Unlike the advocates of microfilm for library use, Boni did not reject paper as a storage 
device or the organization of printed matter on shelves. Instead, he proposed that all 
bulky printed material be reduced to six-by nine-inch cards, each of which could hold 
one hundred pages of a standard book. 

In pitches to librarians and archivists, Readex claimed that it would supplement 
rather than substitute for existing titles. They hoped to convince libraries to buy more 
titles printed on more paper, albeit in miniature reproductions using specialized emul¬ 
sions. The Readex copies were promised to be affordable both to produce and to 
acquire and could last up to three hundred years, according to one U.S. National 
Bureau of Standards estimate.“ Brochures and press releases emphasized that libraries 
could now acquire copies of hundreds of extremely rare books that would fit in a 
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hatbox-sized space for a comparative pittance of $50. Of course, customers would also 
need to purchase the patented machines necessary to read them, which were adver¬ 
tised for sale at $150.'’' By 1980, Boni had over three million titles in Microprint.^ 

Like Coleman a half-century later, Boni took advantage of recent historical catastro¬ 
phes to emphasize the need for his preservation technology. In particular, the destruc¬ 
tion of the library of Louvain during both twentieth-century world wars inspired many 
American libraries to be persuaded by Boni's message.In appealing to the Library of 
Congress, one of Readex's first planned clients, the promoters for Boni's new device 
also emphasized national pride and the cultural rivalry with Europe. Company litera¬ 
ture noted the fact that "English books published before 1550 are now being photo¬ 
graphed at the British Museum at a rate of 100,000 pages a year for fifteen American 
libraries.'"’^ 

Although they were careful to create a structure of proprietary technologies, the 
Chester group built on decades of experiments with photographic miniaturization 
of books that could be read by special machines, which were first demonstrated to 
the admiring public in 1933 news stories and later showcased at the 1939 World's 
Fair. Unfortunately, the light (and heat) involved in illumination and magnification 
quickly reduced the postage-stamp-sized samples to ash in the early Readex proto¬ 
types, but a lamp compared in the company's promotional materials to a modern car 
headlight was eventually constructed with the low wattage and industrial durability 
required.“ 

In "Too Small to See But Not to Read," Marvin Lowenthal exploited the public's 
interest in novelty and spectacle in a 1944 Saturday Review designed to explain the 
Readex mission to the broader public. 

Folded in my wallet, where it occupies even less space than my automobile license, is a two 
hundred page hook . .. This miniature hook is not a curiosity of craftsmanship, like the Lord's 
Prayer engraved on the head of a pin. Nor is it an example of microfilm.“ 

Ironically, in Boni's own account of the history of microprinting in his private papers, 
he laments the fact that the truly scientific and strategic origins of the technology had 
been lost behind the consumption of present-day novelty items, such as "tourists' 
souvenirs with views mounted on tiny magnifiers in rings, penholders and the 
like."*'' 

Despite the fact that he was working with paper and many traditional photographic 
processes, Boni was well aware of the information revolution and the new paradigm 
emerging in which information could be mathematically quantified and understood 
in terms of signal-to-noise models. As a publisher, Boni's brother oversaw the produc¬ 
tion of The Scientists Speak, edited by mathematician Warren Weaver, who praised the 
value of theories of "organized complexity" in the volume.'’® Boni's collaborator John 
Tennant published an explanation of the mathematical inefficiencies of older data 
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Figure 8.2 

Photograph of an early Readex machine (Barb Westine), by permission of Newsbank. 


Storage models in "Essays of an Information Scientist," which included the following 
explanation of the rationale for microprint in layman's terms: 

I am often surprised how difficult it is for some people to grasp the reason why miniprint and 
other micrographic methods produce the economies they do. If you start out with a page which 
is 10 by 10, the area is 100 square units. Now, if you photographically reduce the image to 2 by 
2, the area is 4 square units. The reduction ratio is 1:5, but where you once had one page you 
can now store 25!® 

Boni also corresponded with Bell Labs scientist Pierre Metz about data transmission, 
and Metz recommended scientific papers to the Vermont businessman with titles that 
included "Theory of Scanning" and "Percepfion of Television Random Noise. 
Readers of Boni's voluminous bibliography of photographic literature included those 
who suggested that he do more with the "Information Theory of fhe Photographic 
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Emulsion" to "cover modulation transfer functions and other aspects which are at 
present covered under 'Image Quality' and 'Sine Wave Response. 

Like the memex machine in Vannevar Bush's influential, popular Atlantic Monthly 
essay about the need to organize knowledge in the computer age, "As We May Think," 
promoters of the Readex machine imagined being able to shrink down the unwieldy 
print Encyclopedia Britannica and dramatically save on costs and materials.They 
similarly saw their technology as a solution to manage the same "rapid growth of sci¬ 
entific and technical literature" that Bush perceived, which they warned was being 
further exacerbated by the "vicious notion that anyone and everyone could and 
should write and publish.Much as Bush's visionary article imagined his memex 
device being integrated into home furnishings, company literature argued that Readex 
machines could eventually become installed in private houses. As the Saturday Review 
essay enthused, 4,000 books or "more than most book lovers can persuade their wives 
to house and dust" could be reduced to the proverbial "five foot shelf."^^ 

Kevin Kelly of the New York Times has argued that Boni's dream of the universal 
library was impossible before the advent of contemporary search algorithms. As Kelly 
puts it, "Scanning technology has been around for decades, but digitized books didn't 
make much sense until recently, when search engines like Google, Yahoo, Ask and 
MSN came along."^^ Although the advent of these search engines makes the presence 
of competing stakeholders vying to shape the public and even political story about 
information ownership more obvious, proprietary technologies that simultaneously 
restrict and enable access to public records and texts of cultural import have 
been around for a long time. Unfortunately, formats change frequently, in response 
to anxieties about consumer duplication and the sometimes unpredictable logic of 
market preferences that don't always benefit the survival of the fittest. After all, 
with its signature Early American Imprints collection, Readex eventually moved to 
selling libraries a version of the more popular microfiche format that it had once 
eschewed. 

Although data was miniaturized by Readex rather than scrambled with a numeric 
key of secret code, this information could be considered "encrypted" in ways that 
make us think critically about the Google narrative in which the digital file that rep¬ 
resents the printed page is stored and transmitted in a non-open-source format. 
Perhaps the question we should be asking is "Where are all the Readex cards and 
machines today?" Are the special replacement lamps designed to avoid overheating 
still being manufactured? Do the focus mechanisms that allow the tiny print to be 
read still work? Were the machines just taking up valuable space in libraries and dis¬ 
posed of as outmoded devices? It is likely that hundreds of copies of rare books and 
government documents are today effectively illegible, much as tomorrow's Google 
Book Search files could one day be unreadable, since users can't copy the text to their 
own machines to preserve and reformat as they choose. 
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Private Companies and Pubiic infrastructures 

Critics argue that Google's role as a commercial entity beholden to shareholders may 
be fundamentally in conflict with its carefully crafted projection of itself as a univer¬ 
sally free, open, and public resource eminently worthy of citizens' trust. The underly¬ 
ing assumption that knowledge can be completely embodied through a computer 
interface and truth attained in its totality that informs Google's ideology is implicitly 
also at issue in Google and the Myth of Universal Knowledge by Jean-Noel Jeanneney. In 
this book, the former president of the French national library, the Bibliotheque natio¬ 
nal de France (BNF), voices skepticism about Google's grand ambitions to digitize the 
content of the world's great libraries. Like Vaidhyanathan, Jeanneney expresses con¬ 
cerns about privatization of public resources, proprietary technologies, and confiden¬ 
tial contracts. However, in addition to siding with publishers about the company's 
potential corporate liability for copyright violation, Jeanneney differs from Vaidhya¬ 
nathan on the question of the role of national identity in information culture. While 
Vaidhyanathan embraces a form of digital cosmopolitanism common among many 
netizens that envisions a "family in Karachi, Pakistan," which may have "members 
living well in Manchester, Montreal, and Milwaukee,"^'’Jeanneney defends the ideol¬ 
ogy of a nation-state. He contends that French and, more generally, European infor¬ 
mation infrastructure is threatened when English texts are privileged, the cultural 
artifacts that buttress American nationalism and corporate capitalism are prioritized, 
and the privileging of Anglo-Saxon law over Latin legal systems is further reified as 
cyberspace shapes real-world transactions. To respond in kind, he argues for the cre¬ 
ation of a competing European search engine and online library with Airbus, which 
began as a consortium of state-subsidized aerospace manufacturers, as the multina¬ 
tional cooperative model. He points out that if European citizens don't pay as taxpay¬ 
ers, they will pay as consumers, so that publicly funded initiatives for digital libraries 
would ultimately prove to be more cost-effective and more able to vie for market share 
in the face of American dominance. As someone familiar with the debates over 
the cataloging process, Jeanneney is making an argument for a qualitative as well as 
a quantitative approach to digitization that values electronic mark-up of documents 
and the economic viability of readable text as a product that should be preserved for 
public use. 

Jeanneney is not the only French intellectual to weigh in on what is perceived as 
the hegemonic cultural position of Google. Famed psychoanalytic and Marxist critical 
theorist and editor Jacques-Alain Miller chose Google in a widely published roundup 
of cultural phenomena as an homage to the subjects once cataloged in Roland Barthes's 
classic work on poststructuralism and popular culture. Mythologies/^ Other critics 
chose the blog, the iPod, short messaging services, global positioning systems, and 
other high-profile innovations in computer-mediated communication or ubiquitous 
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computing as objects of study worthy of analysis in Barthes's style. Miller focused on 
the cultural logic of Google in that, like "Big Brother," Google is structured—like all 
search engines—by a "totalitarian troping" that turns the user into the sum of his 
clicks.^® What Vaidhyanathan calls "The Googlization of Everything"is also of 
concern for Miller, who criticizes how Google can "scan all the books, plunder all the 
archives [of] cinema, television, the press, and beyond," thereby subjecting the uni¬ 
verse to "an omniscient gaze, traversing the world, lusting after every little last piece 
of information about everyone." However, Miller argues that this search engine is also 
necessarily "stupid" because its queries lack real syntax and its results lack meaningful 
indexing. Thus, "the void flips into plenitude, concision to verbosity."®” 

As Jeanneney points out in his conclusion, however, an implied emphasis on the 
limitations of universal knowledge was not actually in his original title. The book 
was initially called Quand Google defie I'Europe, after the title of a 2005 article that 
Jeanneney wrote for Le Monde. For English-speaking audiences, Jeanneney was hesitant 
to choose a title that suggested a "challenge" to the Continent, because in French the 
term has "a different implication, more sporting, more positive, more rewarding for 
both sides''.®^ Although he disavows a "crusade or a culture war," his implicit equation 
of "civilization"—a frequently used word in his book—with European values certainly 
reinscribes old cultural divides. However, he also claims that "inequalities of knowl¬ 
edge" will actually proliferate if knowledge is voluminously stored without proper 
cataloging for retrieval®^ and that it is important to be sensitive to the potential cul¬ 
tural imperialism of North/South divisions that became a source of intellectual debate 
in France in the 1970s.®® 

As a persuasive document, there are some notable omissions in this book, however. 
Jeanneney praises the index as an organizational invention, and yet declines to 
provide one for his own book. He lauds the BNF's digital library Gallica without 
acknowledging limitations in its document selection and metadata parameters 
and the ways its keyword-based algorithm causes users to find themselves download¬ 
ing a large bulk of unrelated pages in response to a given search query. ®'‘ Furthermore, 
Jeanneney does not elaborate about the deliberative processes behind strategic choices 
made in the BNF's initial digitization strategy. For example, many of the first digitized 
materials at the BNF were generated from a previous replication technique, microfilm, 
which increases the quantity of available documents rapidly, but often affects legibility 
in the final second-generation product. Moreover, many of the most fragile volumes 
in the BNF were treated as permanently offline since they were still protected by 
copyright, despite the fact that these same books may have been crumbling and con¬ 
sequently out of general circulation because they were printed after the end of rag 
paper, which had a much longer shelf life than wood pulp pages. 

As part of my own field practice, 1 had interviewed Jeanneney in his unassuming 
offices at Europartenaires. For a man who once presided over the four looming 
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ultramodern towers of the BNF and its imposing institutional reading rooms, it was 
strange to sit down at a table with Jeanneney, after being led to his office, past a 
kitchen, in a building full of modest flats near the city's main mosque. Known for his 
executive authority in leading France's efforts to build a massive digital library and, 
some might say, his autocratic style, Jeanneney pointed out that his book on Google 
has been translated into Arabic, Portuguese, Chinese, German, Japanese, and Spanish 
and would shortly be out in paperback. He also personified the conflict with the cor¬ 
porate giant by pointing to his public debates with the head of Google France. 

In this 2007 interview, Jeanneney continued to argue that the Mountain View, 
California company is benefiting from "the philosophy of American capitalism" com¬ 
bined with oligarchical tendencies that date back to "old Greece" when "wealthy 
people" were in charge of "defining culture."®^ In a country like the United States in 
which a corporate monopolist like Andrew Carnegie built 1,679 new libraries, few 
might examine how the Carnegie library initiative's ideology about meritocracy and 
cultural assimilation may also solidify corporate identities at the expense of civic 
engagement.®'’Jeanneney is eager to remind visitors that consumers must pay for their 
culture somehow in their practices of everyday life, a message that goes back to his 
time heading France's public broadcasting network, where he argued that "no radio 
is free," and that—of the "two systems of financing culture"—it is better to go 
with the publicly financed one, in which "metamedia" is seen as part of the public 
interest.®^ 

Jeanneney pointed out that academic and public money played a key role in 
Google's success, just as public investment played a key role in the launch of the 
Internet itself. He also asserted that the protection of a public good that requires con¬ 
straint of a private entity could still be defended, even to hard-core individualists, if 
the calculations about costs and benefits appeal to those people's self-interest. For 
example, Jeanneney argued that common sense might allow that access to ubiquitous 
communication in the form of speaking on a cellular telephone while driving a car 
could be regulated in the name of the public interest under certain circumstances if 
safety warranted it, even if private parties—such as cell phone carriers—would prefer 
to continue the more libertarian practice. For Jeanneney, there has to be consideration 
of the social repercussions of adopting any given technology to avoid a tragedy of the 
commons scenario. As he asked, "Who will be the owners of the metadata?" and who 
will be responsible for "adapting to the new technologies?"®® 

Although Jeanneney is known as a Google critic or as he says, "not a Googlist," he 
admits to relying on the search engine in his own daily activities, particularly "for 
small quotations." He argued that there was a certain "ambivalence" created by the 
heroic narrative of the "birth of Google,"®'* although he simultaneously pointed to 
Google's mortality, and the fact that he considered it to be a "fragile giant." Despite 
the mythic overtones associated with the company, he expressed his belief that the 


The Nation-State and Digital Library initiatives 


259 


limits of Google's idealism could be clearly seen just in prosaic schemes to alter page 
ranking to suit the highest bidder. At the same time, he explained experiencing a kind 
of perverse gratitude toward the Mountain View company of behalf of his compatriots, 
because he claimed that Google's aggressive tactics had at least encouraged Europe's 
cultural guardians to mobilize against American hegemony. At the time of fhe inter¬ 
view, he claimed to be unaware of the irony that the BNF had a prominently displayed 
Google search interface on its webpage, even during his tenure as head of the nation's 
library, as the Internet Archive's records show. 

At one point in the interview, Jeanneney gave me a copy of his rhetorically fascinat¬ 
ing farewell letter to the staff of the BNF, entitled Lettre aux personnels de la Bibliotheque 
nationale de France au moment de lew dire adieu, a seventy-eight page printed document 
in which this digital revolutionary tries to have the last word in a contentious debate 
about archival policies and politics. As to the cultural politics of his country, he had 
some choice words about his forced retirement from the BNF. To communicate his 
frustration with the nature of French bureaucracy, at one point Jeanneney asked 
me what my definition of a "camel" was. When 1 shrugged my shoulders at being 
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asked this riddle, he cited Clemenceau and replied that it was "a horse designed by 
committee." 

Yet despite his frustration at not being able to realize all his ambitious digital infor¬ 
mation infrastructure-building goals, Jeanneney remained reluctant to embrace the 
Internet utopianism of the participatory hype about personal freedom then still sur¬ 
rounding Web 2.0. In an essay in Le Debat about the concept of "gratuite," which was 
slated to appear shortly after our interview,^” Jeanneney voiced skepticism about the 
ideology of "free culture" that denies social values around intellectual labor and fun¬ 
damental principles of responsible political economies. 

Jeanneney has also become known for his public hesitance to accept what Pierre 
Levy has called "collective intelligence,"^^ which relies on crowd-sourcing material 
through a kind of brute force solution to the problem of knowledge described by Van- 
nevar Bush at the beginning of the computer age. Web 2.0 advocates believed this 
problem could be solved by the acquisition of massive amounts of user-generated 
content via distributed networks and then weighing the relative value of the collected 
facts with a might-makes-right system. In a Le Point editorial, "Wikipedia, une ency- 
clopedie pas si Net," which translates as "Wikipedia, a not so nice encyclopedia," 
Jeanneney argues that that "the road to hell is paved with good intentions" and that 
the notion of collective intelligence represents faith in a "mysterious alchemy" by 
which the sum of individuals would produce a superior rather than an average intel¬ 
lectual output. 

The Corollaries of the Virtual to the Physical Space 

In the summer of 2002, when I first arrived at the Bibliotheque nationale de France, 
I was confident that I would be admitted to its halls. After all, I had travelled to Paris 
as the recipient of a grant from a humanities research center in California, which had 
given ifs blessing to a project about how national digital libraries might represent both 
state rhetoric and the physical—some would say monumental—space of the archive, 
and I had done work in dozens of rare book archives. I had brought all my documents 
with me to the orientation area: professional cards, faculty ID, the award notification 
letter from the granting agency, and a signed letter on official lefterhead from my 
chair describing why the university was supporting this research. According to proce¬ 
dure, prospective readers at the BNF were consigned to the waiting area until their 
numbers were called, and only then were they allowed to approach one of the 
windows to explain their projects to the official gatekeepers who were in charge of 
limiting the public's access to this "library of last resort." 

As I started to explain my project on the discourse practices of digital libraries and 
the ways that web portals represented cultural imaginaries, I could see that the woman 
on the other side of fhe counter was skeptical. The more I spoke, the more deeply she 
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frowned, until finally she interrupted me mid-sentence. "But you are studying digital 
libraries," she said, "why do you have to come here to do that?" 

Her question indicated a common misperception about the scholarly work of inter¬ 
preting the electronic record and its surrounding cultural architecture. However, when 
it comes to analyzing the electronic discourses of the state, internal project documents, 
interviews with team members, observation of the rituals and practices of taxpayer- 
funded media-makers and constituents as content consumers, and physical inspection 
of the site of collaborative sociality around technology can be essential to understand¬ 
ing how the final product made available online may reflect competing discourses 
about state rhetoric in new digital media and the deliberative processes instantiated 
in the interactive electronic artifact that is ultimately presented to the public. 

In other words, it may be important to defend research into what has been called 
by Erkki Huhtamo "media archeology,or the "cryptohistories" or "secret histories" 
of new technologies, which would otherwise be obliterated, because these media 
studies run counter to corporate narratives of progress and the larger rhetoric of e- 
government as continuing to improve human-computer interaction paradigms. Such 
observational work as a form of inquiry can be particularly important since this is a 
historical moment in which librarians as a subculture are in the midst of a series of 
profound transformations, which is why I interviewed over a dozen different librarians 
working with government digital materials to write this chapter. Fortunately, in the 
time since I was first turned back by the BNF, librarians' attitudes about the mechanics 
of digitization have already begun to change dramatically, and the technological pro¬ 
cedures that were once seen as lacking any ideological significance are now more likely 
to be interrogated by the actual participants, who are able to articulate reasons for 
their representational politics. 

When I was finally admitted to the actual space of the Bibliotheque nationale in 
2002, I discovered that although the BNF virtual library reflected liberal ideals of 
anonymity and open access, the physical space is one of the most heavily surveiled 
research libraries in the world, in which users pass through high-tech security turn¬ 
stiles and are tracked with "smart" library cards. If the virtual archive epitomizes the 
values of anonymity and free entry that supposedly characterize the most utopian 
dimensions of cyberspace, in which any person, regardless of scholarly pedigree, can 
gain entry to the collection, the physical archive represents the opposite pole of total 
digital surveillance, like Foucault's prison-like panopticons. To enter the reading rooms 
one must be issued a card with a photograph, a magnetized strip on the back, and a 
computer chip imbedded in the front. But before a visitor can descend to the reading 
rooms, first he or she must insert this card into a special computer terminal and reserve 
a seat for the day. This seat number replaces the library user's name for all practical 
purposes. This system also ensures that readers never ask a live person for anything, 
since all requests are made with the card through the available computer terminals. 
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Just as the physical building in which a national library is housed can serve as a 
tangible expression of political and cultural philosophy, the architecture of a given 
digital archive represents and manifests particular ideological features in keeping with 
the specific national legacy that is preserved and disseminated electronically. However, 
as the case of fhe BNF shows, the relationship between physical archives and digital 
ones is often more complex than a simple analogy between conventional and elec¬ 
tronic spaces, because national policies on digitizing documents and regulating access 
may engender contradictory impulses in both archivists and policy makers. 

Since the Digital Millennium Copyright Act in the United States, considerable atten¬ 
tion has focused on what has been called the "right to read." Many in the scholarly 
community have expressed anxiety that digital texts will soon lack many of fhe fea- 
fures of traditional ink and paper tomes. Oppositional critics of current intellectual 
property regimes, such as Richard Stallman, William Warner, Jessica Littman, and 
Pamela Samuelson, argue that conventional texts are designed to encourage adapta¬ 
tion and appropriation of materials in the public domain while simultaneously preserv¬ 
ing the act of reading itself as a private activity done by an individual without 
surveillance.^'* They claim that digital media conventionally associated with qualities 
of free appropriation and anonymity could be easily engineered to subvert this right 
to read by controlling and monitoring access to electronic texts and inverting the 
relationship of public fo private interests. 

However, a document archive as a physical space has always been constituted by 
prohibitions on reading. In the reading room of a typical rare books library, access is 
restricted to the scholarly community, the materials do not circulate, and the reading 
activity of visifors is monitored closely by supervisory custodians. Prospective readers 
cannot assert an a priori right to read in these circumstances; they must produce letters 
of reference, identity documents both professional and personal, and express a willing¬ 
ness to submit to the rules and regulations that govern access and conduct. In the 
case of a national library, this policing of reading can be seen in terms of what Foucault 
has called "governmentality," or the range of control techniques used by political 
institutions to regulate the inner lives of the subjects of the state. These architectures 
of control are perhaps most evident in the built environment, even though they exist 
in digital structures as well. 

At the BNF, above the reading rooms for scholars, there is another set of reading 
rooms open to the wider public, which operates on a similar although modified pro¬ 
tocol. Thus the Mitterand Library is actually two libraries: an upper public library and 
a lower library open only to established scholars, so that this stratification reinscribes 
hierarchies of reading and readers. Although there is a common electronic catalog and 
digital interface at the BNF, readers in the upper public reading rooms would be con¬ 
stantly reminded that there are materials that are forbidden to them and only available 
to the scholars below. Of course, prohibitions on the act of reading are nothing new 
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to the ideology of the BNF, as Robert Darnton has pointed out in his work on the for¬ 
bidden bestsellers of pre-Revolutionary France.^*’ The relationship between royal 
authority, official scrutiny, and copyright deposit has been well documented, and as 
the BNF has progressed from royal library to revolutionary library to imperial library 
to national library, its history has been marked by attempts to monitor the reading 
practices of its subjects and citizens. Now that the BNF is building a version of itself 
as a digital library, its administration remains concerned with issues about the appro¬ 
priation of intellectual property and the conduct of a reading "public" that is broadly 
construed. 

The degree of regulation varies from one national context to another, however. Since 
the opening of the Bibliotheque nationale de France to the public in 1721 under the 
direction of the Abbe Bignon, the guardians of fhis library of things "great, rare, and 
precious" have struggled with demands placed on the collections by readers occupying 
the physical space and by the obligation to preserve materials with a long cultural 
patrimony. Therefore, for over a century the BNF has been designated a "library of 
last resort" with a corresponding set of regulations designed to exclude those without 
institutional affiliations or rhetorically compelling research missions. A very different 
paradigm is presented by the Library of Congress in the United States, which requires 
little more than photo identification from prospecfive readers, on the assumptions 
that any citizen can be designated a reader and that the Library of Congress is ideally 
a democratic institution open to all. 

Although there are definite limits on the applicability of spatial metaphors to 
the architecture of new media,^^ it is perhaps worth examining the relationship 
between virtual space and physical space in two very different national libraries, the 
Bibliotheque nationale de France and the British Library, because they have simultane¬ 
ously undertaken ambitious building projects that literally break new ground with 
edifices in the physical world while creating an analogous digital library in cyberspace. 
Both the BNF and the British Library began building a new digital library at the same 
historical moment in which it created a new physical space. 

The millennial discourses that have shaped recent national digital library projects 
could be said to still linger in the digitization efforts in France, which under Jeanneney 
had undertaken one of the most ambitious projects to protect archival originals by 
disseminating electronic facsimiles and searchable hypertext via the World Wide Web, 
specifically through the Gallica website. As the custodians of the second largest library 
in the world, which has had copyright deposit since 1537 and a comprehensive cata¬ 
loging system since 1670, the Bibliotheque Nationale de France at one time seemed 
to be in the paradoxical process of frying to make itself obsolefe as a rare books library. 
Concurrent with this massive digitization effort, the physical space was dramatically 
changed, especially after the main collection was moved to the Franfois-Mitterand 
Library in 1994. 
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The new building for the Bibliotheque Nationale de France, designed by Dominique 
Perrault, looms over the industrialized Left Bank of Paris, where cranes and the skele¬ 
tons of half-built buildings claimed much of the rest of the skyline. There are four 
towers around the perimeter of the BNF: the Tower of Letters, the Tower of Numbers, 
the Tower of Law, and the Tower of Time. Each tower is an L-shaped office building, 
full of bound volumes, archival documents, and workspace, designed to remind the 
viewer of a giant open book. In the middle of these four titans there is a forest the 
size of multiple city blocks, which is sunk below street level. This use of this subterra¬ 
nean landscape architecture has been famously lampooned by Adam Gopnick of The 
New Yorker in his description of the "chained trees" of the forbidden garden of the 
BNF, along with other user-unfriendly architectural features of the building.^® 

Much like the Bibliotheque nationale de France, the British Library recently moved 
its collections to a new architecturally significant building, dedicated in 1998. The 
most obvious design difference between the Mitterand Library and this building, 
which was thirty years in the making, was that the reading rooms were more conven¬ 
tionally situated above where the texts were stored rather than below them. According 
to his own account of the building of the new British Library, the English architect 
Colin St. John Wilson was explicitly reacting to French public architecture in consider¬ 
ing how to maximize the physical space of his new library for openness to the street 
and to the larger public. The model for the physical space of the repository of French 
culture, St. John Wilson insisted, should have been the tantalizing Paris Opera that 
used the tricks of the enticing storefront, not the hermetic old building of the BNF, 
now known as the Richelieu building, which excludes the viewer from its reading 
spaces by an unpunctuated wall. Although St. John Wilson acknowledged that "to 
every scholar the library is a personal realm of secret topography" that shapes 
the "propriety of the public image of its architecture," he wanted to invite as much 
of the larger public into the space of the reading room as possible.The main 
architectural, aesthetic, and ideological influence that St. John Wilson points to in 
his work is the English Free School, and while such connections between politico- 
aesthetic ideology and public architecture are often explicitly stated in bricks-and- 
mortar projects, they are still much more rarely articulated in similar design efforts in 
cyberspace. 

One obvious obstacle that the British Library architect had to overcome was the 
attachment of readers and more generally the public to the previous site of the library 
inside the British Museum. If millennialism dominated French discourse about a 
national library, then the figure of nostalgia played a central role in the British experi¬ 
ence, particularly nostalgia for the round Reading Room, which has ironically since 
been converted into a public access point for electronic multimedia with dozens of 
computer terminals, although at the time of this writing it was hosting a blockbuster 
exhibition of tomb sculptures from China. Because the old round reading room, built 
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on the model of the Pantheon, was such an important physical space for public 
reading, a place not only for encounters with books but for encounters—real and 
imagined—with fellow readers, who have included many literary luminaries over the 
century and a half it was used, and because the Reading Room had also been a site 
and subject of literature itself, considerable reluctance to abandon it was anticipated, 
although, as St. John Wilson notes, once the new library was open readers "voted with 
their feet" and the old reading room was closed ahead of schedule. 

Of course, fhe work of the BNF, the British Library, and the Library of Congress to 
digitize their collections at first seemed to raise the possibility of an endgame scenario 
for their physical collections themselves. Stanley Chodorow has written that the era 
of the great libraries of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries may be coming to a 
close and that our society may, in fact, be returning to a medieval model of intellectual 
life in which the gradual accretion of information becomes more important than 
definitive acts of individual aufhorship.'™ 

Yef in his book on Google, former BNF head Jeanneney scoffs at such pronounce¬ 
ments and argues that the physical spaces for reading, such as libraries and bookstores, 
would never be eliminated by their digital counterparts, even if early projecf docu¬ 
ments projected that fewer users would be using the BNF reading rooms. Like the 
BNF, the British Library anticipated that offering digital materials as substitutes would 
lower attendance in the reading rooms, although its early projections—a 9 percent 
reduction in demand anticipated in a 1996 report—were quite modest when compared 
to Chodorow's projections for the end of great libraries themselves. Paradoxically, as 
senior librarian Neil Smith said in a 2002 interview, the reverse has proven true in 
the British case. Creating a nascent digital library actually seemed to stimulate interest 
in access to the physical collections rather than sate it.“^ 

Originals and Copies 

Regardless of degree, the stated reason for regulatory structures governing access to 
national libraries is the existence of irreplaceable originals in rare books archives. 
Ffowever, as Walter Benjamin has famously argued in "The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproducfion," this value on originality could be seen as a by-product of 
technological innovations that facilitate copying. Although Benjamin claims that a 
cultural work loses what he calls the "aura” of the original after undergoing the process 
of mechanical replication, it could be asserted that this aura is also created about the 
original by the existence of copies. Benjamin acknowledges that tangible losses of 
"presence in time and space" occur from the reproduction of texts, even if this loss is 
more than compensated by increased access, what Benjamin calls the "matrix" of mass 
participation in which "quality" is transformed into "quantity.Indeed Benjamin's 
own library, which he was so reluctant to leave behind in Nazi Germany, may serve 
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as a model of an archive in which the insubstitutability of originals was made manifest 
to Benjamin himself. 

Rather than romanticize the singularity of the "original" in the archive, 1 assume, 
as Hillel Schwartz does in The Culture of the Copy, that "acts and images of doubling" 
are fundamental to culture and humanistic discourse. The redundancy of particularly 
important "originals" in the physical archive, like the Gutenberg Bibles owned by the 
three national libraries in which 1 have done field work, may point to ways that origi¬ 
nality and copying are always intertwined since the Gutenberg Bible is itself famous 
as an "original copy," marked by the redundancies and contradictions that replication 
creates. 

Yet in digitization the copy is not identical to the original, since it also includes 
supplementary information that indexes and organizes it. At the simplest level, this 
additional information is constituted by the words in the text, which—thanks to 
optical character recognition technologies—allow for keyword searching in a docu¬ 
ment that would be impossible with mere replication of photographic images of the 
pages. Large-scale mass digitization projects like Google's privately financed initiative 
and the BNF's publicly funded one often start with such relatively bare metadata 
arrangements, since elaborate cross-reference processes like those practiced at the 
Readex operation can be relatively slow and expensively labor-intensive, although 
these scrupulous metadata practices may be optimal for supporting many different 
kinds of subjecf searches and for appealing to demanding librarians who are the 
primary Readex consumers. 

As senior librarian Aly Conteth of the British Library notes, what was once merely 
understood as the transformation of a physical object into a digital one is now seen 
in terms of an entire "workflow," which can include a complex nexus of surrounding 
labor relations, patterns of consumption, and contractual obligations. During his 
interview with fellow projecf manager Neil Fitzgerald, Conteth discussed the often- 
invisible labor policies involved in digitization efforts. As he pointed out, the conver¬ 
sion of "physical to digital" with the imaging machine is only a small part of a process 
that involves quality assurance, delivery systems, and metadata schemes to create 
meaningful informational resources. He speculated about best practices for creating a 
"more robust workflow" around the replication process that would facilitate resource 
discovery, the connection of electronic resources together, and the importance of 
benefits for targeted groups to satisfy fhe requirements of their funding bodies. Contefh 
even talked about the perils of outsourcing some of the labor of generating metadata 
to India, where even the best English-speaking operators working with the digital 
copies of newspapers may not recognize common English place names. Thus, even 
the most supposedly neutral activity of metadata creation for universal consumption 
according to preordained taxonomies shows that culturally situated knowledge can 
still be important for meaningful mark-up in the digital age.'“ 
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Figure 8.4 

Digitizers working at the British Library (H.Schunck/CCS), by permission of the British Library. 

A Third Way? 

At the British Library, Conteth and Fitzgerald described their current joint digitization 
effort with Microsoft as a negotiation between public and private interests, in which 
they are aiming to make electronic copies of an ambitious 25 million pages, or about 
100,000 items, in accord with a mission to foster educational use at all levels while 
still complying with U.K. copyright rules. Pragmatists claim that such corporate part¬ 
nerships are necessary in this national context, because the British Library still strug¬ 
gles with a government mandate not to digitize materials using monies from core 
funding, which dates back to the beginnings of digitization at the library itself. Unfor¬ 
tunately, the British Library now occasionally finds itself in a Catch-22 situation, 
because donors, corporate partners, and even government-funded councils are reluc¬ 
tant to participate in basic digitization initiatives because they perceive the creation 
of electronic copies to be a core function of the library's preservation and archiving 
efforts and therefore not worthy of extramural funding. 

In speaking about their relationship with Microsoft, Conteth and Fitzgerald stressed 
that the arrangement "really is a partnership” in which the software maker is "relying 
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on" their "expertise" and respecting the "level of quality" they need as a cultural 
institution to connect replication and encoding to the process of generating metadata. 
Certainly, Conteth and Fitzgerald were careful to distinguish themselves from Google 
Book Search and emphasize their commitment to open standards and more egalitarian 
partnership models with corporate behemoths. Of course, critics of Microsoft's pro¬ 
prietary architectures may he leery of the way that the company is publicizing the 
Vista operating system through the initiative. But the British librarians argued that 
there were many software packages from a wide variety of companies involved in the 
entire digitizing process and that their arrangement with Microsoft still allowed them 
access to and control of the digital documents through a system of parallel operations. 
Although they were "well-aware of initial impressions," Conteth and Fitzgerald main¬ 
tained that their focus on open standards and serving the needs of educational audi¬ 
ences differentiated their contractual arrangements from those directing Google Book 
Search. 

The British Library has had other experiences with proprietary digital technologies 
in the past. Their "Turning the Pages" exhibits in the physical spaces of their visitor 
galleries and on the library's websites allow users to experience a simulacrum of the 
rare privilege of leafing through a volume normally only on static display behind a 
glass case, such as the DaVinci notebooks or the Lisbon Hebrew Bible. Between virtu¬ 
ally turning pages, when the actual text is displayed, viewers can also move a magnify¬ 
ing glass over words and illustrations and click buttons for translation, commentary, 
or a recording of the text being read aloud. This might seem like a great expenditure 
of complex technology for a relatively trivial scholarly payoff in comparison to user- 
directed searches of the plain text for key terms, but it is also important to remember 
that the British Library has had a long history of valuing photographic facsimiles as 
pedagogical tools, and these facsimiles have been an important feature of its institu¬ 
tional identity, a tradition which goes back to the nineteenth century and the work 
of Edward Augustus Bond.'“ 

Unfortunately, to access the trademarked "Turning the Pages" materials, visitors to 
the website are presented with a barrage of software brand names, links to product 
websites, prompts for updates, information about upgrades, and advice about popup 
blocking on the home page. 

Turning the Pages^^” uses the Shockwave plug-in, which can be downloaded from the Adobe 
website, to simulate the action of turning the pages of a real book. For Mac OS X users there is 
an alternative download. The volumes may not open if you block popups on your computer. 

NEW! A new version, called Tnrning the Pages 2.0™, has heen developed for the 
Microsoft Vista operating system and was lannched on 30 Jannary. It will also rnn 
on Windows XP with the .NET 3 framework. Find ont if yon have the necessary 
software and hardware now. 
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There are alternative versions which do not use Shockwave but display images of pages (and 
enlargements) in standard web pages, in the same window/”^ 

Only at the end of these instructions is the would-be reader of rare tomes given the 
option to simply access JPEG images of the page reproductions, which also have the 
advantage of being able to be copied to the user's computer for later perusal or 
repurposing. 

In contrast, proprietary technologies were specifically avoided in the International 
Dunhuang Project, which brought together 100,000 physically dispersed manuscripts, 
paintings, textiles, and artifacts from the Silk Road that can now be reunited through 
a digital interface. The project required a high degree of international cooperation 
with the National Library of China to create a virtual library that reconstitutes the 
pre-diasporac conditions for materials that were disseminated across many continents 
during the early forms of globalization associated with the silk trade and the dissemi¬ 
nation of Buddhist teachings. 

The War on Paper 

Rare manuscripts and general circulation books are not the only materials in the 
British Library that are obvious choices for conversion to electronic media. In its digi¬ 
tization efforts, the library has a huge potential database of periodical literature to 
exploit, the Burney Collection, which was archived both on paper and microfilm and 
now represents 650,000 pages of "recognizable newspapers" from the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries during a span of history from 1603 to 1817. Although this col¬ 
lection excluded broadsheets and pamphlets, it has obvious historical value in its 
coverage of the North American wars, wars with the Continent, and a wide range of 
social changes in the British Isles. Yet by the year 2000, there were problems manifestly 
present in locating funding for digitizing the Burney Collection. As librarians at the 
turn of the century complained, monies from the National Lottery were designed for 
a conventional library, not a digital one, and attractive partnerships outside Britain 
with institutions in the United States and Japan became a driving force.Conse¬ 
quently projects with blockbuster appeal, such as the ethnographic image archive and 
the Gutenberg Bible project, were placed far ahead of the Burney Collection. 

Lortunately, by 2007, when the race between corporate sponsors, and even between 
competing national institutions, for publicity had finally heated up, the library was 
able to plan to offer U.S. and U.K. readers Internet access to the Burney Collection 
through the library portals of institutions of higher education, thanks to funding from 
the U.S. National Science Loundation. However, even as plans for digitizing the news¬ 
paper archive of the past seemed ready to be realized, planning for archiving the 
newspapers of the present and future began to change. As Conteth noted in the 
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interview, in archiving contemporary newspapers it is sometimes more practical to 
skip the "quite archaic" intermediate step of ironing and photographing the print 
version and merely capture the digital file for posterity, which represents the text, 
images, and layout made by the newspaper for producfion purposes, so it becomes 
increasingly "preferable to take it in that format." With many newspapers forecasting 
that their circulations may be exclusively designed for an online readership in the 
future, archiving rapidly changing "born digital" materials also becomes an issue. 

Of course, not everyone is disenchanted with paper as a storage medium. As a tech¬ 
nical solution used to record and disseminate information, printed paper volumes 
have been successful for millennia with the support of the organizational structures 
of traditional libraries throughout the world. Because it has chosen to dispose of so 
much of its paper inventories, the British Library has come in for special criticism in 
Nicholson Baker's Double Fold: Libraries and the Assault on Paper, which argues that 
paper has been a tremendously efficient means of archiving and preserving materials, 
contrary to those who view it as ephemeral and wasteful of space.Baker opens his 
book with a dramatic account of the destruction of 10,000 volumes of Irish and 
English newspapers during World War 11 after a German bombing and then proceeds 
to argue that microfilm and digitization may prove to be just as destructive to the 
library's stock of periodical literature, which includes four-color editions of American 
newspapers that merit status as archival precious objects just as illuminated manu¬ 
scripts do. ffe argues that the chemical disintegration of wood-pulp paper, introduced 
after the end of the production of more expensive acid-free rag pages, has been vastly 
overestimated and that the "assault on paper" engineered by "managerial policy" will 
commit pages of text to unproven and possibly unsustainable methods that may be 
even more mortal than wood pulp. 

Furthermore, Michael Alexander and Andrew Prescott make the case that the British 
Library has had to keep in mind that "none of the digital material, either recreated 
from another medium or published only in digital form, will be identified or identifi¬ 
able within any form of data storage unless it has been cataloged in a usable way."^^^ 
Thus, unlike traditional materials, miscataloged digital materials could be lost forever. 
Online materials can also exclude readers and even librarians from circuits of appro¬ 
priation normally associated with traditional texts. As early as 1997 Laura Campbell 
of the Library of Congress expressed concern about how "online information ... is 
typically outside the control of a user library. It can be accessed but not, in the tradi¬ 
tional sense, acquired. 

The Lady Vanishes 

Nonetheless, the dematerialized dream of work without labor and digitization without 
physical matter or human beings persists in the materials about these initiatives. 
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emphasizing the robotic automation of digitizing machines, which can use a vacuum 
mechanism to turn the pages, even if live minders are always present to deal with the 
unpredictable artifactuality of printed books. One of the unintentionally iconic images 
of fhe Google Book Search project shows a digitizer's hand seemingly accidentally 
included in the photographic copy from a page of an 1855 edition of The Gentleman's 
Magazine ,which was widely publicized in British newspapers and Siva Vaidhyana- 
than's Googlization of Everything blog. In the picture, we see the specialized equipment 
that the digitizer must use in her work: finger cots that may protect her from cuts or 
repetitive stress injuries, facilitate nimbleness in flipping pages, or preserve fhe pages 
from the oils on her skin and the wear -and tear of human handling. In addition to 
the accoutrements of her profession, we also see information about class and gender 
in her perfectly manicured polished red fingernails and her feminine diamond rings, 
which seem to include a commitment band on her ring finger. 


Google Book Search f Search Books | 



Figure 8.5 

Accidentally included image of digitizer's hand in Google Book Search, by permission of 
Google. 
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The image reminds us that the work of librarians is still in many ways a classic 
pink-collar profession, like the early switchboard operators who later became com¬ 
puter programmers. Anne Balsamo and Katherine Hayles have used the phrase "My 
Mother Was a Computer" to emphasize the historically significant counternarrative 
in which the feminine plays a key role in the information science revolution. David 
Grier, in When Computers Were Human, has also pointed out that women were once 
active innovators and participants in the design of early communication technologies 
and nascent computer programming, before information science was established as a 
"properly" masculine academic discipline. And the beginning of Mark Poster's Informa¬ 
tion Please tells the story of a telephone operator known to a young boy as "informa¬ 
tion" who serves as a surrogate when he needs maternal attention. In "A Cyborg 
Manifesto," Donna Haraway has argued that postmodern digital culture has feminized 
labor profoundly, but public archives staffed by librarians have been gendered in 
popular perceptions for a very long time. For example, in a Google image search of 
pictures associated with the word "librarian," the entire first screen of twenty results 
consists of nothing but images of females playing that role. In some way, it could be 
argued that the enthusiasts hoping to create digital collections without intermediaries 
who maintain access, ensure preservation, and establish order in the texts are trying 
to dematerialize human beings as gendered bodies that are still a critical part of the 
socioeconomics of information, much as postwar advocates for digitization registered 
the uncomfortable presence of females in the information workplace and then sought 
to create machines to make these distracting women obsolete and to replace female 
computers with mechanical devices. 

Yet the exposure of this hand can be seen as representing a kind of return of the 
repressed, in which the presence of human beings is acknowledged in a sign that also 
indicates their absence in the form of quality control and attentive mark-up of the 
text. In another scan, the hand of a person of color is captured alongside Plato's 
Euthyphro, which is ironically one of the classics in the literature around the philoso¬ 
phy of classification and how basic categories of knowledge are defined.These 
accidental inclusions seem to indicate that the work of digitization may be considered 
to be literally manual labor by Google at this point and not the work of human vision 
and oversight. 

The Wisdom of Crowds? 

Jefferson's library, which became the central germ of the current Library of Congress, 
is also of interest to a collective of bibliographers who are using volunteers to "crowd- 
source" the metadata that is critical for the digitization process. On Library Thing, 
which calls itself "Facebook for Books" and "MySpace for Books,"^^^ a group called "I 
See Dead People['s Books]" has puf together Jefferson's original catalog of books as 
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though the former president were still alive, and tagged his collection for the benefit 
of others potentially in his social network.^^*’ Of course, the more subversive possibil¬ 
ity, which the sight of the catalog suggests, is that book collectors could digitize and 
upload the books in Jefferson's collection themselves, all of which are out of copyright, 
thus doing an end run around both corporate and government digitization initiatives. 
With inexpensive scanners and social ties based on a reputation economy, bibliophiles 
could quickly amass a digital version of Jefferson's original library, from Aerostat dirige- 
able a volonte to Qtiivres de Mr de Maupertuis. 

Indeed, Google itself has launched its own user-generated digitization initiative. 
MyLibrary encourages users to scan and upload books in the public domain; the 
company provides web hosting of the materials and character recognition technology 
that makes it possible for visitors to a given user's library to search by keyword. For 
example, the library of self-described "Hobby Farmer” Michael Jensen, which was 
featured by Google in January 2008, includes titles from this modern Jeffersonian such 
as The Healthful Farmhouse, Report on Injurious and Other Insects, and Agricultural Educa¬ 
tion for Teachers. A search of the word "water" in his copy of Practical Farm Drainage 
shows dozens of precise page citations with the term. Fans can also subscribe to an 
RSS feed for works on his theme "Small Farms before Cheap Energy. 

At the Library of Congress, Laura Graham has discussed how even presidential 
papers, which are presented on the American Memory website as scholarly editions 
with appropriate historical annotations and the added power of electronic indexing 
tools, have attracted many new kinds of users, so-called lifelong learners, who are 
significantly different from the users of the reading room in Washington, D.C., and 
yet would like to participate in the process of knowledge organization. These non- 
scholarly users also benefit the Library, Graham argues, by improving indexing, cata¬ 
loging, and descriptive information. Incorrect labels are even corrected because this 
new audience exists. 

Naturally, we see American Memory as a flow of historical collections from the Library of Congress 
to American citizens everywhere. Unanticipated is the flow of content and information back to 
the Library of Congress from people who have local history, genealogical, or other specialized 
information to offer for correcting and enhancing descriptions of items in the Institution's 
collections. 

Even the Library of Congress classification system itself has become subject to new 
forms of modification in response to user-generated content. As Hope A. Olsen argues 
in The Power to Name: Locating the Limits of Subject Representation in Libraries, classifica¬ 
tion systems also tell us a considerable amount about cultural values and prevalent 
biases.New users who criticize headings like "Philippine Insurrection” and argue in 
favor of the more appropriate subject heading "Philippine Independence," Graham 
argues, improve the cataloging system in ways that an entrenched culture of librarians 
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may not. These individuals, who now have access to Library of Congress catalogs 
and—via e-mail—to the librarians themselves, are now rewriting the very taxonomies 
that dictate the ordering of physical collections nationwide. 

Like the open-source movement in software, Graham asserts that online library users 
can improve the "code" of the Library of Congress by making suggestions and offering 
possible modifications. 

Here is a representative sample of the kinds of information users offer. A resident of Tennessee 
compares a photograph from Selected Civil War Photographs to those available in a local histori¬ 
cal society. A view of the "Environs of Knoxville seen from south hank of the Holston River" is 
actually from that of the Tennessee River. Another Tennessee resident identifies a Depression-era 
photograph of a Greenville courthouse as being in Greene not Davidson County, which the user 
remarks may have had a Greenville too, but he knows the former and can correctly identify the 
courthouse's true location. He would like to make sure the photograph is "properly attributed." 
A user informs the Library that a photograph in America from the Great Depression to World 
War II is actually Freedom rather than Conway, Pennsylvania. The buildings in the foreground 
are still standing, while the first story of a factory in the background survives. She also offers to 
send photographs to document the information. People recognize members of previous genera¬ 
tions of family or local figures as well as regions, counties, and hometowns. A daguerreotype of 
"Three unidentified men," 1853-55, from Mathew Brady's studio in America's First Look into the 
Camera: Daguerreotype Portraits and Views, 1839-1864 is actually of someone's great grandfather, 
his cousin, and a great uncle. While the lack of information is understandable, members of this 
family are disconcerted to see their forebears described online as unidentified when they are so 
well known to them.'™ 

As blogs, wikis, and other social network and social bookmarking tools are increasingly 
deployed to interrogate and even discredit the official published versions of historical 
events and promulgate narratives based on community memories that can also be 
documented and authenticated, the process that Graham describes as taking place via 
e-mail only seems likely to accelerate. 

The Library of Congress is now using the commercial photo-sharing site Flickr to 
showcase color photographs from the 1940s and 1950s and black-and-white news 
photographs from the 1910s.These sharp, high-resolution images in the online 
archive were often shot by photographers employed by government-funded projects 
conducted during the Great Depression and World War II to document everyday 
American life and labor practices. Thus, many of these photographs are in the public 
domain and likely to be reused and remixed with other digital content as part of 
creative-commons-related efforts. This form of display also invites the kinds of critical 
discourses about cataloging procedures that Graham discusses. Many visitors to the 
site are not merely viewers of an online exhibition because they respond in a lively 
rhetoric of community and contentiousness that is common in other aspects of Inter¬ 
net culture. 
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Woman aircraft worker, Vega Aircraft Corporation, 
Burbank, Caiif. Shown checking electrical 
assemblies (LOC) 



Bransby. David., photographer. 


Figure 8.6 

Flickr page from the Library of Congress. 

For example, regarding figure 8.6, analysts in the general public debate about 
whether a photograph of a female aircraff worker shows an icon of the lived experi¬ 
ence of labor or a photo shoot with a staged model. At the Library of Congress Flickr 
site, competing self-appointed experts debate about the authenticity of the image, 
much as Henry Jenkins describes the disputes among Internet "spoilers" who jostle 
with each other to reveal the outcomes of realify television broadcasts in advance or 
piece together clues to reveal seemingly legitimate political images or texts as bogus 
artifacts manufactured to support a specific conspiratorial political agenda. Particu¬ 
larly persistent skeptics annotated the worker's photograph with comments such as 
"but no working human would be dressed like her!!!! FAKED PHOTO??" and "Inspec¬ 
tor, my eye. That's a model!" Those who tagged this photo debated about whether or 
not she was holding a capped pen that indicated a mere prop or a "continuity tester" 
that would show that she was engaged in productive work. Some only marked up 
images with comments about the subjects' physical appearance or sexual attractiveness 
from a blatanfly heterosexisf perspecfive. 
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The British Library is also using social media and Web 2.0 technologies with its own 
gadget for iGoogle and pages on Facebook. Nonetheless, librarians sounded dubious 
about having users participate more actively in generating metadata for its digital 
collections, although the possibility of a non-Wikipedia-type wiki model with an 
authentication scheme—perhaps modeled on their present use of smartcards—might 
lead them to reconsider, given the potential value of user-generated content to under¬ 
staffed libraries. 

However, France officially remains extremely skeptical about public participation in 
the creation of either content or metadata for digital libraries. During an interview 
with Christophe Dessaux and Sonia Zillhardt at the Ministry of Culture to discuss their 
nation-state's digitization policies, they seemed to be thinking about digitization 
efforts largely in terms of particular online exhibits, such as materials about the history 
of slavery, to which online visitors would serve only as passive spectators. Perhaps this 
official reserve was also shaped by their contradictory feelings about open-source 
technologies in general. Despite their commitment to the democratic ideology of open 
source, their obvious anxiety about having users be able to copy and tinker with digital 
files on their own computers clearly seemed to be informed by the importance of their 
role in policing copyright, in ways that indicated a surprisingly narrow interpretation 
of fair use. As agents of cultural production, they argued, their advocacy role for pro¬ 
ducers of art was critical. They contended that stopping piracy was much more central 
to their organization than facilitating a "remix culture" with the materials that they 
had put online. Furthermore, for all their talk about democratization, they seemed 
remarkably disinterested in user-generated content on Ministry of Culture sites, which 
they reiterated were devoted to guardianship of the "patrimony." It seemed that they 
were still thinking about the feedback loop with the public only in terms of the 
"contact us" e-mail or message. 

Yet one of the things that is remarkable about digital archives, as William Y. Arms 
has pointed out, is that such libraries not only "are being implemented by people 
who work within conventional libraries, but also by people who do not consider 
themselves librarians or publishers.In the United States many historians, literary 
specialists, and media scholars have created document archives that link to the docu¬ 
ment archives of official government-sponsored digital libraries. The information work 
that these faculty members do adds value to the digital materials presented by state- 
sanctioned organizations, even if those organizations want to control the context and 
commentary surrounding certain kinds of documents. This work is also being done 
by a cadre of professional amateurs, who often create work that merits reuse and 
repurposing by professors. However, the case of Holocaust deniers using primary 
sources about Nazi history may support calls for caution in depending on the wisdom 
of crowds. 
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All Play and No Work 

In From Publishing to Knowledge Networks, Alexander Hars has described an even more 
radical potential shift. Rather than continuing to rely on epistemologies ordered 
around what he calls "discrete categories" and "hierarchies of classes" in the traditional 
taxonomies of library science, Hars advocates an "object-oriented model of scientific 
knowledge" within academic archives, which would emulate the modularity and 
polymorphism associated with similarly designated contemporary programming lan¬ 
guages.Hars even goes so far as to argue that custodianship of digital archives can 
be better understood using Wittgenstein's paradigm of games, because electronic 
transactions and information search and retrieval processes are based on rules govern¬ 
ing social interactions in which the outcomes may be uncertain and the consequences 
potentially negotiable. In this brave new world, librarians must do more than merely 
collect and classify a nation's cultural capital; they must also maintain the knowledge 
networks that operate on principles of reciprocity and circulation to ensure the state's 
survival in the era of globalization. Hars argues that the unattainable goal of "creating 
an objective, integrated, consistent true body of knowledge" should be abandoned 
since "the larger a collection of propositions, the more problematic the assumption 
of absolute truth becomes. 

Gaming metaphors are actually becoming surprisingly common in the once staid 
realm of library culture. At the BNF, for example, the game trope has been made mani¬ 
fest in an art installation that projected the popular videogame Tetris on the sides of 
the building. At the British Library, Conteth describes the futuristic possibilities of 
using a "hand-held gaming device" to interact with the library's collections. Pointing 
to the digital practices already used in "countries like Japan," Conteth and Fitzgerald 
said they were "sniffing about" many possibilities and predicted that "a lot of this will 
be driven by users.Given the fact that the Gameboy system has been repurposed 
as an e-book reader that now has a large catalog of public domain works accessible to 
its system's users, the possibilities of new forms of reading in official archives no longer 
seem as wildly improbable as these same ideas would have appeared a decade earlier. 

Open Stacks 

In reflecting about these experiences, it is perhaps worth looking to the work of 
Christine Borgman, who examines the contradictions inherent in the term "digital 
library" and the cultural differences between librarians, computer scientists, and users 
as a place to think about official electronic archives as a site of conflict and power 
struggle.'^® Right now there are many usability studies looking at digital libraries, 
but little research seriously examines questions of subculture and ideology. In that 
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attitudes toward libraries, both real and virtual, as cultural institutions are shaped by 
shared beliefs about the function of architectures for public reading and by expecta¬ 
tions about how knowledge and information should be owned and ordered, 1 would 
argue that more field studies and close reading of the digital rhetoric of national digital 
libraries need to be included in future research. 

The Library of Congress's original physical space has changed little over the years, 
despite the addition of several annexes and considerable subterranean expansion. The 
1897 Jefferson building, which was recently restored for its centennial, is an example 
of richly decorated fin-de-siecle style. There are mnemonic, allegorical, and narrative 
presentations on every available surface from floors to murals to ceilings. Even the 
official tour notes the irony of the plenitude of women's bodies and men's names. 
Chronologies of progress are ever)rwhere. Near the display case with the Gutenberg 
Bible, there is a narrative mural showing the history of technologies of communication 
that now seems conspicuously dated given the current information revolution. The 
main domed round reading room in the Library of Congress follows the British model, 
although it is gilt with aluminium, a more precious and modern metal at the time 
than gold. Access to this library is open to any adult who wishes it, and the procedure 
for admission as a reader to the collections only takes a few minutes. It is intended to 
be a democratic space for public reading and access to public documents. However, it 
could be asked if the digital library has any similar foundation or custodial impulse. 

After September 11, 2001, national policy in the United States about construction 
of the digital libraries reached a critical turning point. Now, on the assumption that 
the physical archive will always be there, unlike materials that rapidly disappear from 
cyberspace, the Office of Strategic Initiatives has chosen to prioritize collecting born 
digital materials. In the words of digital projects coordinator Laura Graham in a 2002 
interview, "You spend five years furnishing a house, and then they want to rebuild 
the entire building from scratch.Librarian of Congress James Billington has com¬ 
plained about "the sudden intrusion of outside management consultants" who urge 
"a total embrace of the new networked environment" and a misguided neglect of 
"traditional artifactual collections."^^” Since the preservation of digital ephemera in 
reaction to a catastrophic event became something of a scholarly and journalistic cause 
celebre, the task of providing context for digitizing materials has been in the public 
eye, and nonprofit organizations with archives designed to catalog historical memories 
were at least briefly guaranteed wide private support. 

Unfortunately, federal authorities concerned with prioritizing "total information 
awareness" to combat terrorism have invested much more public money in collecting 
data on private citizens, which is kept secret from spheres of study and deliberation, 
than in archiving the paper and web materials documenting our political and social 
lives. Even some ostensibly nonconfidential material on .gov websites is shielded from 
public scrutiny by computer code instructing Google not to index the material so that 
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it won't appear in results from the search engine. Although Brewster Kahle of the 
Internet Archive has earned praise for his archival efforts, which have involved col¬ 
laborations with many national libraries, including the BNF, the scale of information 
that could be and should be public is too large for his nonprofit nongovernmental 
enterprise. At the moment, there seems to be little political will in the United States 
to provide for publicly financed alternatives to create truly public digital libraries, and 
consumers are content to continue to rely on a commercial search engine, financed 
by advertising and the marketing data industry, to govern their interaction with public 
information. 



9 Waiting Room: Serious Games about National Security and 
Public Health 


In the midst of the park-like surroundings and colonial-style buildings of the Depart¬ 
ment of Community and Family Medicine at Dartmouth Medical School, the Interac¬ 
tive Media Laboratory (IML) may seem like an unlikely spot for creating elaborate 
disaster scenarios about large-scale explosions, outbreaks of disease, radioacfive con¬ 
tamination in heavily populated areas, and other simulations of catastrophic events 
that would endanger national security and public health. Yet, just as Hollywood 
screenwriters have been enlisted by military planners to imagine possible plots for 
terrorist attacks,^ the medical educators at Dartmouth are busily engaged in dreaming 
up plausible situations that would strike fear into a specialized audience of medical 
professionals and emergency first-responders. The IML offices feature a media- 
production suite equipped with a music studio and special effects green screen. In one 
part of fhe complex, medical illustrators are occupied with giving graphic realism to 
the urban nightmares they have been commissioned to produce. There are touches of 
macabre humor in the Dartmouth facility as well. In the lunchroom the furniture 
holds homey pillows decorated with icons of disasfer, such as the modified trefoil fhat 
is the universal symbol for radiation. 

In the opening of The Birth of the Clinic, Michel Foucaulf has described his scholarly 
project about medical epistemology as being "about space, about language, and about 
death" and "about the act of seeing, fhe gaze.”^ Although Foucault acknowledges the 
prominence in cultural life of fhe generally held assumption that "the human body 
defines, by natural right, the space of origin and the distribution of disease: a space 
whose lines, volumes, surfaces, and routes are laid down in accordance with a now 
familiar geometry," he challenges this commonsense spatializing of disease in the 
coordinates of fhe body's volumes as "neither the first, nor the most fundamental."^ 
For Foucault, it is the disciplinary spaces of the built environment of fhe clinic, which 
include and potentially exclude particular observers, which define the regulatory 
character of knowledge as a series of thresholds. He asserts that the clinic creates an 
architecture of prohibition and license, separating medical practitioners from the 
ranks of the general public, which is much more associated with the profession than 
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mere access to the organic tissues of individual patients. Now that government agen¬ 
cies and public health organizations are constructing virtual learning environments 
that situate and initiate users in a topography of computer-generated 3-D worlds, it 
is worth considering how these self-identified "virtual clinics" or "virtual academies" 
similarly delineate the relations of power and subjectivity. These models are intended 
primarily to represent the physical boundaries of bodies, equipment, buildings, and 
landscapes in order to train doctors, police officers, and firefighters to respond to 
radioactive or chemical contamination or outbreaks of disease, but they also seem to 
have other signifying functions for the ideologies of the body politic. 

In videogames about health that explicitly combine the pedagogical with the rhe¬ 
torical, the location of boundaries of specific regions of play and the classification of 
participants and non-player characters are worthy of critical attention, particularly if 
constraints on what is revealed to and concealed from the learner can be read as 
making manifest a spatial representation of the rituals and rules of medical knowledge. 
As Foucault points out in The Birth of the Clinic, the image of the membrane as it is 
observed in organic tissues often has a semiotic function as the signifrer of visual and 
physical mediated access. In videogames about public health and safety, these mem¬ 
branous topographies often represent both corporality and virtuality, so that the 
membrane serves to delimit borders, frontiers, and margins by signifying interplay 
between permeability and impermeability. 

For example, in the game Immune Attack, most of the action takes place from 
the perspective of a fluid-borne nanobot for which the vessels of the human body 
serve as a combination of exploratory classroom and chaotic war zone.^ The game is 
designed to supplement state-mandated textbook instruction for high school biology 
classes by engaging students with the game's narrative about a teen prodigy with a 
weakened immune system who must infect herself with different microbiological 
agents in order to gradually build immunity and reach the game's win condition. At 
the same time, it is a story about scientific initiation in which a patient must become 
a paraprofessional by serving as the subject of her own experiment. Players of Immune 
Attack can measure their mastery of microbiology by completing levels once they 
have finished all the required tasks in a given game environment. Although on each 
level cells and microscopic body components have been sized and colored to provide 
legibility in the spatial environment, correspondence to print materials in textbooks, 
and the maximum resolution suitable to the game engine, it is still often difficult 
to identify game objects behind the distorting veils of translucent bodily materials. 
To help them negotiate this alien environment of diaphanous materials, players 
are given access to an electronic archive providing an extensive library of reference 
materials, from basic glossaries of the names of the unfamiliar microscopic agents 
that they must battle to elaborate instructional modules on the cybernetic systems of 
immunity. 
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Figure 9.1 

Screenshot of Immune Attack, by permission of the Federation of American Scientists. 

Donna Haraway has argued that associating debilitating disease with military ico¬ 
nography has ideological consequences, particularly if the compromised body becomes 
equated with a battlefield in combat that must be mastered by strategies of command 
and control.^ Certainly, games like Immune Attack and the similarly themed microbial 
combat adventure Re-Mission, which is designed for young cancer patients undergoing 
chemotherapy, repurpose many aspects of the mechanics of training videogames for 
soldiers and thus combine arcade-style shoot-em-up action with the more attenuated 
drama of initiation into the privileged spaces of the mysteries of medical knowledge.*’ 
In Persuasive Games, Ian Bogost has claimed that ideology is expressed by the proce¬ 
dural rhetoric that governs the very rules of videogames, which may be inscribed at 
the computational level in black box functions that may only be made explicit 
through the experience of play.^ 

By interrogating the forms of knowledge that are both reified and subverted by the 
"Bio Art" movement, digital media theorist Anna Munster has defended Leibniz's 
philosophical position that "bodies are in a perpetual flux like rivers, and parts are 












284 


Chapter 9 


entering into them and passing out of them continuously" and challenges the rigid 
Cartesianism that she argues still dominates the computer graphics industry.® Even 
"informatic bodies" that materialize from data in ways that are closely linked to math¬ 
ematical abstraction defy simple mappings to easy ideologies and clear delineation of 
the boundaries defining subjects and objects. In Munster's formulation of the body, 
making such facile differentiations between "enemy" and "friendly" ignores the struc¬ 
tural interpenetration of both datasets and organic tissues. Thus labeling components 
in educational games like Re-Mission and Immune Attack with simple good and bad 
binaries would be perhaps as problematic as unambiguously schematizing the differ¬ 
ences between signal and noise in the diagnostic process. 

There may be certain political incentives for a form of information aesthetics that 
equates paucities of technical expertise and destructive violence. In a 2007 issue of 
Communications from the Association for Computing Machinery, an article promoting 
"Games for Science and Engineering Education" opened by quoting the post-9/11 
ffart-Rudman Report on antiterrorist preparedness in the United States. "Second only 
to a weapon of mass destruction detonated in an American city," the report pro¬ 
claimed, "we can think of nothing more dangerous than a failure to manage properly 
science, technology, and education for the common good over the next quarter 
century."^ Thus, at least one game designer seeking government contracts uses this 
highly publicized document about national security failures to equate experiential 
learning in the sciences by young future professionals with protection from the poten¬ 
tial aftermath of a weapon of mass destruction detonated in an urban environment. 
The paranoid structure of this rhetorical association points to a crisis of signification 
that only the rapid deployment of electronic simulations can fill. 

At the larger, more naturalistic scale in which game avatars are depicted as human 
social actors, narratives in videogames and online environments about the vulnerabili¬ 
ties of the body often engage the player in interactive behaviors by giving him or her 
responsibility for managing a rapidly evolving crisis, one that potentially threatens 
the social order and even the rule of law maintained by the state. Situations of crisis 
in videogames frequently involve the biological risks of terrorist attacks or outbreaks 
of lethal diseases, often in heavily populated urban environments. Gameplay may 
center on the activities of lone agents, peer-oriented teams of experienced profession¬ 
als, or complex organizations with multiple tiers of accountability and command. The 
player may be rewarded for good decision-making, rapid reaction time, dexterity with 
game objects, virtuosity in memorizing locations of paths and obstacles, or other 
game-related skills. In relative terms, game health, skill points, or other forms of game 
capital may be accumulated by slowing or ameliorating the destructive results of the 
crisis. However, winning as an absolute measure of success is generally determined by 
the player's ability to stop, if not reverse, such crises and thus restore a form of homeo¬ 
stasis to the game world. 
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In commercial games, the challenge of play is intensified if the unfolding disaster 
in the game world appears to have multiple causes and multiple effects. The player 
may even experience frustration or confusion rather than pleasure in gameplay, par¬ 
ticularly if he or she succumbs to sensory overload from hostile or chaotic metropoli¬ 
tan environments. Nonetheless, the digital representations of the crisis on the viewer's 
screen can be understood at least crudely by a layperson, because the mathematical 
model predicting the progression of game events generally reflects relatively straight¬ 
forward underlying algorithms that represent degeneration or regeneration of the 
game state without the obfuscating features of more complicated cybernetic systems 
with feedback and oscillation or the effect of power laws and cascading phenomena.^” 
In other words, the principles governing events in a real crisis might be counterintui¬ 
tive to a naive player approaching a simulation, so crises in the game world tend to 
oversimplify the dynamics of an emerging disasfer. Furthermore, unlike real disaster 
response systems that use cutting-edge technology to assess the crisis, the integration 
of elaborate information visualization displays with very large datasets is rarely a 
characteristic of gameplay. 

In commercial games, a player can also be encouraged to intentionally exacerbate 
what seems to be an emerging crisis in order to achieve political revolution or regime 
change, as in the case of games of rebellion, which validate seemingly subversive 
interventions in the game world, such as State of Emergency or Deus Ex. In these games 
the ostensible guardians of public health or national security are not to be trusted 
unconditionally by the player and may serve conspiratorial agendas and advance 
counternarratives in the game. In some emergency situations depicted in mass- 
produced games, the authorities appear to have flagrantly abandoned their responsi¬ 
bilities in favor of self-interest, and so there can be opportunistic gains for the player 
from the associated absence of law and order. This is true in the Grand Theft Auto 
series, where players can bribe police or hospital staff in Vice City. However, characters 
can also suffer negative consequences from the absence of effective crisis managers in 
the virtual public sphere, particularly from the lack of competent emergency first- 
responders and health care professionals. For example, fhe failures of the Grand Theft 
Auto public health system are dramatized in Liberty City, because a trip to the hospital 
can impoverish the player's character. 

In other situations of play, the crisis can appear not to serve any dramatic purpose 
in the game design. In these cases, the disruption of homeostasis in the game world 
seems to be largely an annoyance rather than a call to heroic action, interpretable as 
a mere computer glitch or virus. Rather than assume an identity position of either the 
conventional protagonist or the antihero in relationship to the spreading crisis, the 
player might seek merely to continue individual gameplay by finding operable work¬ 
arounds. Makeshift solutions are reached by following protocols from the official game 
producers, sharing ideas through informal fan nefworks, or intuiting hacks through 
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trial and error. Of course, sometimes collective intelligence about the procedural loop¬ 
holes in game worlds generates crises of their own. For example, the Corrupted Blood 
plague in World of Warcraft was supposed to affect only those in the immediate vicin¬ 
ity of the corpse of the slain opponent, Hakkar the God of Blood, but players soon 
discovered they could transfer the infection to other areas by contaminating an 
in-game virtual pet and then transporting the animal elsewhere to function as an 
epidemiological time bomb. Epidemiologists were soon studying the Corrupted 
Blood phenomenon as a potential way to understand the transmission of real-world 
diseases. 

In addition to persuasive games designed to promote specific social marketing 
agendas, many commercial games foster awareness of public health procedures. In The 
Sims, an infected guinea pig served as a disease vector in keeping with master rules 
valuing cleanliness.^^ Even children's computer-mediated play can involve ecosystems 
of potential catastrophe, as it did in Whyville, when an outbreak of mysterious pox 
sent panicked users to an online office of the Centers for Disease Control.Ian Bogost 
has argued that even Grand Theft Auto can implicitly promulgate public health mes¬ 
sages about the value of diet and exercise in order to maintain player bodily integrity 
and take part in purposive actions in the game world. 

Not all serious games of crisis feature the contamination trope: games that are 
designed to enlighten the general public about crisis situations and emergency man¬ 
agement may also feature systemic violence or starvation as destabilizing factors that 
create a crisis. Given the decline in readership for newspapers that conventionally 
cover crisis situations with in-depth reporting, some of these games attempt to explain 
systemic problems of disease, genocide, or starvation in the developing world to 
younger media audiences. However, serious games about contemporary humanitarian 
emergencies often feature relatively exotic locales, such as the African digital landscape 
of Darfiir is Dying or the fictional countryside of "Sheylan" in Food Force. In contrast, 
games for medical professionals or emergency first-responders are staged in the famil¬ 
iar terrain of the built environment of the developed world, albeit often at the slight 
remove of a temporal setting in the near future. 

A number of universities and state agencies are developing games of crisis for emer¬ 
gency first-responders in which contamination is a key theme. Hazmat: Ftotzone, 
developed at the Entertainment Technology Center at Carnegie Mellon University in 
collaboration with the New York Fire Department, is a multiplayer networked simula¬ 
tion for modeling hazardous materials emergencies. In Ftotzone, the crises that emerge 
in gameplay can be tweaked by the interventions of an instructor using a "Wizard of 
Oz" interface to insert secondary events and unexpected actions in the main story 
about hazardous materials in a public place, such as a subway station. Rather than 
merely judging individual performance on a branching decision tree or a multiple- 
choice test, Hazmat: Hotzone allows instructors to evaluate team interactions.'^ The 
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group dynamic that is constituted at first can change rapidly, particularly if a player 
takes an unsafe action in the game world and is therefore incapacitated. 

Similarly, Public Health Games at the Center for fhe Advancemenf of Distance 
Education at the University of Illinois at Chicago has developed a multiuser anthrax 
outbreak simulation. The POD Game, which was named for a "poinf of dispensing" 
scenario, alfhough if was originally titled Zero Hour. The game can be run in the field 
on laptops or cellular telephones. The action is set in a mass medication-dispensing 
and vaccination center and worker performance is gauged so that players are rewarded 
with points for rapidly processing members of fhe public, with the aim of a ufilitarian 
greafest good for the greatest number. However, after the development team decided 
that the "thinking space" of risk calculation was more important than modeling the 
"physical space" of the distribution center, they abandoned using a complicated 3-D 
game engine in favor of a flattened presentation that promised greater technical com¬ 
patibility with mobile devices. 

Firescope is a real-time strategy training game built for the Los Angeles Fire Depart¬ 
ment that was developed by the USC GamePipe Laboratory and the controversial USC 



Figure 9.2 

Screenshot of The POD Game, by permission of Public Health Games. 



















































288 


Chapter 9 


Center for Risk and Economic Analysis of Terrorism, which was also known by the 
acronym CREATE. CREATE's reputation was tarnished in November 2007 during a 
high-profile publicity fiasco. Public opinion turned against their work on data repre¬ 
sentation being done for the Los Angeles Police Department, when it was revealed 
that law enforcement analysts were mapping Muslim neighborhoods in multicultural 
Los Angeles, and citizens from a range of ethnic communities objected to this God's 
eye view of what they considered to be high-tech racial profiling. In contrast, the 
CREATE game for first-responders, Firescope, has proven to be a considerably less con¬ 
troversial initiative for the spending of public funds in preparation for "the hazards 
of nature, crime and terrorism," even though management of media access is part of 
gameplay. The USC GamePipe website explains the player's objectives: 

The user will find out that If he does not properly set up his command post and deal with random 
hazards, their job will become harder and more dangerous. One example is the media: if the 
Incident Commander does not assign a man to deal with reporters, then they will interfere with 
constant pestering questions. The player will have a full range of real-world tools to overcome 
these obstacles.'® 

This dystopian vision of the obligations of civic communication rewards delegating 
responsibility and justifies reducing accountability to the press and the public as "pes¬ 
tering questions." Under contract with the Sandia corporation, GamePipe has also 
produced LockDown, a serious game about incident response designed to prepare for 
a possible mass shooting on a college campus in which the SWAT team player engages 
in first-person-shooter style play.'^ 

In contrast to large-scale urban disaster games. Incident Commander, funded by the 
U.S. Department of Justice, markets itself to smaller jurisdictions. Scenarios include "a 
school hostage situation," "a chemical spill," "the aftermath of a severe storm," and 
"a possible terrorism incident."^" In its demo video, designers describe how crisis 
managers who use the system must also control "civilians that are overly curious" 
about the evolving disaster. The unit operations of the game are supposed to be dic¬ 
tated by a specific command and control structure, which is shared by FEMA, the 
Occupational Health and Safety Administration, and other federal agencies that must 
manage risk. The Incident Commander paradigm assumes unity of command at each 
hierarchical level, modular organization, communication in a common unambiguous 
language with no undefined terms, and an objective-oriented management style. 

The fact that "overly curious" civilians and "pestering" reporters are dramatized as 
obstacles to success in these games seems to indicate an attitude that risk communica¬ 
tion is restricted to the intracommunal purview of trained professionals, who trade 
messages with themselves but not with the general public. Simulations that use closed- 
circuit television technology rather than the structures of social interactions associated 
with computer games may be even more hierarchical in nature. For example, the 
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Department of Homeland Security has conducted several exercises using the Virtual 
News Network, which was created hy a branch of a multinational advertising agency, 
Olgivy PR. The network creates broadcasts for simulations in conjunction with the 
TOPOFF project, which—as the name indicates—is designed primarily for "top offi¬ 
cials" in the government. This "closed-circuit satellite TV network modeled on CNN" 
is designed "to broadcast and cover events as they unfolded during the five-day exer¬ 
cise” to allow "public officials" to "showcase and improve their crisis communication 
skills live via satellite to numerous closed-circuit locations across the country."^' It 
spells out its intention to design an electronic simulation that will help policy makers 
"manage the 'real world' media." The emphasis on top-down public relations rather 
than deliberative activities that include the public in crisis management is made even 
more explicit in their list of audience members, which relegates citizens to nonpar¬ 
ticipation and consigns journalists to the class of those who can "observe portions of 
the training exercise, but not to participate."^^ 

While in some commercial games, medical workers and police officers may be 
depicted as corrupt or ineffective representatives of the state, nonprofit serious games 
designed for training professionals responsible for public health or safety generally 
represent crisis managers and their associated official institutions in a positive and 
collegial light. Victims suffering from the effects of the crisis and potential patients in 
the community may be irritable, panicked, or uncooperative non-player characters, 
but team members and officials higher in the chain of command are depicted as pro¬ 
active exemplars of civic behavior, even in game environments in which social roles 
and physical landscapes may be extremely polymorphous. 

For those who limit property damage, injury, and mortality in the physical environ¬ 
ment of the bricks-and-mortar "real" world, these public health disaster simulations 
are part of the realm of work, often a required element of both initial career prepara¬ 
tion and ongoing on-the-job training. Thus they may not serve as the "third space," 
hypothesized by many game theorists, in which games can offer a potential escape 
from both the realms of domesticity and those of work. Although games of crisis may 
seem to operate in what has been described as a "magic circle" around game play in 
which a new reality is created,where there are no real world consequences to be 
suffered for errors of judgment in the game space, these games may also be used to 
evaluate job performance or willingness to complete training requirements and thus 
expose the player to possible discipline and punishment. Although there may be many 
of the same incentives for cheating as there are among the civilian population,game 
designers assume that public health employees will dutifully complete game tasks and 
levels without resorting to unauthorized strategies that subvert practices of honest 
labor. Furthermore, unlike commercial crisis games that offer entertainment, self- 
directed edification, informal sociality, or personal self-improvement, serious games 
of crisis generally devalue cultural features associated with leisure. 
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There is some prehistory of success for the use of virtual environments in disciplin¬ 
ary learning. Specifically, medical education and public health training have been 
following the lead of the aviation industry by integrating more computer-generated 
navigable learning spaces using mathematical simulations, digital art assets, and 
off-the-shelf game technologies, such as easy-to-modify game engines. Certainly, 
pilots have diminished the number of accidents in the aviation industry dramatically 
since embracing regular time-on-task in computer simulations, and medical educators 
would like to similarly reduce the number of medical mistakes. Because the costs of 
certain kinds of medical interventions can be so high, medical schools have also 
become interested in training physicians with realistic computer-based simulations 
that would replace overly abstract pencil-and-paper tests or easy-to-game role-playing 
situations. 

Because public institutions have begun to recognize the importance of culfivating 
appropriate official identities of fhe screen and establishing social norms for computer- 
mediated job tasks, these games sometimes make reference fo highly specialized tools 
and communication devices intended for complex rescue missions or networked 
operations. This creates a specific form of liminality in gameplay, in which the screen 
serves as an informational window on a virtualized world. Often there is a recursive 
character to the game's screen experience, as the player looks at a screen within a 
screen. In addition, in adapting mass-market games to the needs of niche audiences 
of first-responders, game weapons or health meters may be transformed into analogous 
instruments for use in the field, such as radiation meters and numerical displays. 

Although learners may be part of a complex command and control structure, some 
games use the first-person-shooter interface for exploration of fhe simulation areas. 
Alexander Galloway has argued that the first-person-shooter genre is characterized by 
a merging of the point of view of camera and character, which in film usually signifies 
intoxication, alienation, or predatory interest, but in videogames is coded as phenom¬ 
enologically normal and socially appropriate.^^ Galloway also points out the impor¬ 
tance of the relationship of the iconic weapon to this first-person visual framing as 
an extension of fhe player's agency, although in serious games this often takes the 
form of a nonviolent tool. 

The Interactive Media Laboratory 

The physical architecture of access—including walls, doors, keypads for entry codes, 
electronic key card readers, and other forms of locking devices that restrict access to 
certain rooms or cabinets—is an important feature in the narratives of some federally 
funded digital media projects developed by the Interactive Media Laboratory at Dart¬ 
mouth College for the professional population of healfh care providers. The physical 
space of expertise from which the general population would normally be excluded 
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Figure 9.3 

First-person-shooter interface in the Virtual Terrorism Response Academy, by permission of the 
Interactive Media Laboratory at Dartmouth. 

(the virtual military base, virtual clinic, or virtual academy) can be navigated by refer¬ 
ring to a master floor plan, with cutaway rooms, that indicates the location of initially 
prohibited areas. 

For over thirty years, the IML has created electronic training materials for first- 
responders and other medical professionals using educational videogame technology 
and story-based interactive CD-ROMs. Many of the titles present formulaic mystery 
narratives about problem solving in radically unfamiliar scenarios of outbreak. In these 
scenarios the game world's homeostasis has been radically altered by the sudden 
introduction of pathogens, for which considerable reading of relevant dossiers is 
necessary to make informed decisions as a health provider. Causal connections 
may be distorted further by sudden geopolitical instability or conspiracy theories. To 
engage learners with compelling narratives, often drawn from popular mystery or 
detective genres, IML games use role-playing perspectives to foster involvement in 
decision-making. 
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The learner's encounters with barriers in the game space are often reminders of the 
tensions between traditional didactic education from the podium—and the chain of 
command and lessons of authority that it represents—and the promise of engaged 
and learner-directed experimentation and play. Despite some osmosis between prac¬ 
tices associated with participatory culture and those affiliated with the passive recep¬ 
tion of official received truths, architectures of authority instantiate limitations on the 
player's self-propulsion and navigation. Although this software uses many of the con¬ 
ventions of first-person exploratory games, IML programs still make reference to many 
traditional discursive practices associated with knowledge-making in the field of medi¬ 
cine. Textbooks, lectures, manuals, files, and patient case studies are particularly 
important ephemera in the user's digital experience. 

Within the archeology of knowledge about the IML itself, software demos, project 
documents, conference presentations and papers by the principal investigator, digital 
ephemera from the program's website, interviews with members of the software devel¬ 
opment team, and field notes from the physical plant at Dartmouth may explain how 
risk-tasking and initiation into a community of professional expertise appear to be 
embodied and dramatized in the spaces of virtual pedagogical environments. Earlier 
titles from the Interactive Media Laboratory were created for physically remote medical 
personnel in the armed forces who would have to respond to complex scenarios fea¬ 
turing events that could appear initially underdetermined and later seem overdeter¬ 
mined with too many, often conflicting, possible causes. As early as 1976, principal 
investigator Joseph Henderson began to explore training materials designed to suit 
computer-aided and remote diagnoses. Disease and trauma on submarines was the 
initial area of concern that shaped the IML's first pedagogical models. Later interactive 
videos and computer games for military doctors emphasized a segmented theater of 
combat in which those in one tent may not know what is happening in an adjacent 
tent. 

Regimental Surgeon (1989) imagines a geopolitical future in which the Soviet Union 
has re-formed after a right-wing coup. A novice doctor, the hero in this first-person 
interactive program, arrives at the base and must solve the mystery of a "fever of 
unknown origin." During the course of the program’s story-based learning modules, 
the mysterious disease is revealed to be malaria, although the statistical information 
is initially clouded by a number of heat-related casualties. Shot at Camp Pendleton 
and on a soundstage at Norton Air Force Base, the user's first-person point of view 
shuttles between encounters with a number of characters—both poker-faced and 
wisecracking autonomous agents—who introduce stock attitudes about physicians. 
The player can look at documents, which provide the opportunity to develop certain 
subplots, and concoct plausible reasons to leave the base for further investigation. As 
a sign of the residues of classroom learning, the learner seems to be expected to 
develop productive as well as receptive literacy with these medical documents. At one 
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point the base commander sternly informs the protagonist that he will have to 
"support findings with facts” and write up a report that follows a prescribed outline 
in keeping with "logic" and "facts." 

The Virtual Practicum Series 

With the launch of the Virtual Practicum series, the IML began to work with a more 
adventurous pedagogical rationale that emphasized the importance of what Max 
Boisot has called "E-space,"^*’ describing the epistemological spaces in which learning 
takes place in a matrix organized around what he characterizes as the coded/uncoded 
and concrete/abstract binaries involved in communicative transactions. Drawing on 
research developed within the field of informational theories of communication, 
principal investigator Henderson uses Boisot to justify the deployment of video and 
sound in these multimedia learning materials to "convey the less coded, essential 
features" of the chaotic clinical environment and the multiple channels of "gesture, 
speech, tone, clothes, movement, in the service of messages whose complexity would 
overwhelm the single channel. 

In Primary Care of the HIV/AIDS Patient (2001) the "Virtual Clinic” is demarcated by 
computer-generated graphics that depict floor plans, cutaways, hallways, and closed 
doors. Through interactive digital video, the learner experiences the program through 
the point of view of an infectious diseases physician and engages in role-playing 
activities appropriate to that profession. To situate the learner in this honeycombed 
environment, the clinic's architectural features are explained in a "Travel Guide," and 
the simulation experience begins in an "Orientation Room." 

As the physician-protagonist, the learner must explore the topography of both the 
building in which the action takes place and the body of Laurie Matthews, a female 
HIV-positive patient who has settled down into a monogamous relationship but has 
not had a medical history of consistent care in the intervening period between her 
initial infection and the "present" of initial interactivity with the tutorial. During the 
first meeting with the patient, Laurie reports alarming symptoms that indicate that 
her antiviral regime may have begun to fail. In the appointment, the user must probe 
Laurie's mouth, now covered with yeasty deposits. Appointments continue as Laurie's 
condition deteriorates, and in the narrative her psychic pain is dramatized along with 
her physical decay. Unlike Regimental Surgeon, there is no clearly defined win condition 
for the player, because the aim of the program is empathetic connection rather than 
arriving at the single solution of a correct diagnosis. 

In another interactive CD-ROM from the Virtual Practicum series, HIV Prevention 
Counseling, the IML developed an entire virtual urban landscape in which physical 
locations in the training module serve as epistemological spaces for situated learning. 
The action takes place in a "Virtual Neighborhood," where the learner participates in 
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Figure 9.4 

Virtual Clinic in Primary Care of the HIV/AIDS Patient, by permission of the Interactive Media 
Laboratory at Dartmouth. 

an "apprenticeship" with a master counselor/trainer. The neighborhood provides 
opportunities to "practice" as a counselor in different settings: "clinic-hased, 
community-based, and outreach." The neighborhood also has a "Learning Center," 
where users can go to acquire disciplinary knowledge about HIV, HIV prevention, and 
client-centered counseling; here they can "attend lectures, meet other counselors via 
interviews, interview real patients, and do computer-based learning games. 

In these virtual learning environments, there are explicit instructions about the 
protective means of guarding against the HIV virus, since these directives reflect a 
significant aspect of the public health discourse of the period, which involves regula¬ 
tion of the conduct of both parties in the doctor-patient relationship. For doctors, 
medical hygiene may require the use of gloves, face masks, needle-disposal containers, 
and medical waste bags. For patients, who are responsible for not spreading the 
disease, this involves condoms, dental dams, and other "safe sex" or "safer sex" 
barriers to infection. Of course, these relatively thin layers separating subjects from 
contamination are understood as potentially fallible expediencies, because the thicker 
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and stronger the protective membrane, the less that medical knowledge or sexual 
pleasure can be gratified. 

For the general public, there are also computerized simulations of sexual contact 
that use interactive digital media. The user can inappropriately enter the space of 
sexualized intimacy and move through decision trees in which one decides not to use 
a prophylactic in a dangerous simulation of unmediated contact between physical 
bodies in an act of physical union or shared drug ingestion. In the Virtual Sex Project, 
later renamed the Virtual Sex Real Risk Reduction Project, from the University of 
Southern California, the first-person protagonist may choose to pursue a muscle- 
bound African-American object of homoerofic attracfion up a stairway and into a 
bedroom during a party and may also experiment with alcohol and illegal drugs during 
the depicted encounter.In this case, the explicit role-playing activity with live 
action film clips still virtualizes the risk in hopes that the drama will encourage 
users to be dissuaded from real life risk-taking. In the terms of classical rhetoric, the 
representations of unsafe activities in the Virtual Sex Project are intended to serve 
the purposes of catharsis rather than mimesis for its audience, who should be 
purged of dangerous emotions rather than encouraged to re-experience them through 
imitation. 

Online HIV/AIDS education campaigns deploy a wide range of different techniques, 
which all feature some interactivity while maintaining a variety of forms of distance 
that are assumed to be necessary for rheforical or educational situations. Rather than 
present vivid realism, many websites use highly cartoonish representations of social 
acfors at risk of contracting the HIV virus. For example, the 2006 My Sexy City from 
the Gay Men’s Health Crisis and AIDS Project-Los Angeles incorporates elements of 
parody of fhe television show Sex in the City with colorful Flash animation.^® The 
mulfiracial cast of twenty characters includes a Latina copyright lawyer, a Japanese 
ballet dancer, an NYU student with a trust fund, and a transgender social worker. To 
establish the characters' motivations in the story episodes and to complicate the plot, 
each fictional persona has a "Gettin' High" and "Gettin' Off" rule set described in 
each individual profile. In contrast, inSPOT LA, The Internet Sexuality Information 
Service and AIDS Healthcare Foundation, eschews fictional representations by encour¬ 
aging those who may have been infected to send anonymous e-cards to former 
sexual partners to urge them to get tested for the disease.The site also includes some 
netiquette guidelines about how to give the message about possible transmission 
of the virus with appropriate clarity, sensitivity, and confidentiality. In 2007, the 
youth-oriented cable television station MTV and the Kaiser Family Foundation 
announced that this partnership would be sponsoring a game development contest 
to create a "viral, Web-based video game concept to help raise awareness about 
HIV/AIDS among 15-24 year olds in the US and to promote personal action in 
response to the epidemic. Finally, the city of West Hollywood launched WeHoLlFE, 
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which featured the 2008 online serial drama about young gay men in the same apart¬ 
ment complex, "In the Moment," to promote web-based educational efforts and 
engage the attention of residents unlikely to take part in traditional community-based 
outreach events; the site also uses the social network application Ning to facilitate 
discussion among fans of this HIV-themed soap opera with specific questions after 
each webisode.^^ 

However, it is important to point out that not all digital media products about public 
health are games of crisis. A game like Fatworld from Ian Bogost's Persuasive Games 
studio assumes that states of health and sickness are determined by everyday, seem¬ 
ingly minor practices, the results of which gradually accrue over time. Time spent not 
exercising in the park of the Flash-based game may land you in the cemetery, but 
there are a number of other factors, which include food allergies and urban planning, 
that may influence the player's trajectory, so that the persuasive aim of the game is 
to expand the concept of making healthy lifestyle choices to include awareness of the 
ramifications of certain policy decisions as well. Although Bogost has been criticized 
by some hardcore gamer communities devoted to recreational gaming as a creator of 
"boring" games,^^ he argues that all game mechanics rely on a certain amount of player 
engagement with routine and task-based interactions, which ultimately enable players 
to see much more complicated rule sets at work. 

The Virtual Terrorism Response Academy 

Despite its initial crisis status in the United States, HIV/AIDS no longer produces the 
same level of public anxiety as it once did. Although social marketing campaigns 
continue to emphasize the risk of illness and mortality to the general population, 
HIV/AIDS is no longer associated with a dramatic need for risk communication. Thus, 
even before the attacks of September 11, the Interactive Media Laboratory was looking 
ahead to new projects about other public health threats that might cause elevated 
alarm and possibly panic. IML team members targeted terrorism scenarios that were 
particularly anxiety-inducing, even among medically trained service providers, because 
these situations could expose healthcare professionals to personal, physical danger 
and thus accelerate the crisis if there was a breakdown of protocol among the ranks 
of the professional classes. 

The current work-in-progress at the IML, the Virtual Terrorism Response Academy, uses 
a commercial game engine to recreate a contaminated urban warehouse from which 
a property owner's 911 call has come. Although this property owner, Mr. Gupta, could 
be seen as a meddlesome citizen who ignores the operator's instructions to steer clear 
of the scene, he also offers the player potentially valuable information about who 
might be using the warehouse for nefarious purposes and thus about the possible kinds 
of materials contained within its storage spaces. The action, however, doesn't begin 
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Figure 9.5 

Virtual Academy in the Virtual Terrorism Response Academy, by permission of the Interactive Media 
Laboratory at Dartmouth. 

with the warehouse response team. Much like the virtual clinic, which is similarly 
public yet private space, the cutaway plan of the academy's shared built environment 
is used to situate the story, although the form of contamination in this central scenario 
is radiation rather than a difficult-to-communicate disease. 

The Terrorism Academy story begins cinematically with swelling music in pitch- 
blackness. Then titles announce the facts: "Capitol Region" and "September 11, 2001." 
Soon the player hears the recognizable sounds of transmissions from first-responders 
and becomes aware that he or she is being situated in the story by audio files that 
represent a historical document. After this dramatic emotional appeal and reminder 
of a cultural touchstone in American life, the scene shifts to where the training simu¬ 
lation itself opens, on the closed door of the academy, which can only open after the 
player enters the prescribed data into a virtual computer terminal. The path of the 
training narrative depends on the user's occupation and disciplinary forms of associa¬ 
tion. Firemen, emergency medical technicians, and law enforcement officers each have 
different professional trainers/magical helpers and move through different story arcs 
with different social roles. 
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Figure 9.6 

Glass doors to Hazmat Learning Lab In the Virtual Terrorism Response Academy, by permission of 
the Interactive Media Laboratory at Dartmouth. 

In the didactic learning spaces much of the instruction uses traditional classroom 
learning techniques, although the virtual manuals, screens, podiums, and other con¬ 
ventional materials associated with continuing education are largely used to convey 
the rhetorical situation in which "pearls of wisdom" and "war stories" can be shared 
by experts, veterans, and mentors.The inclusion of special effecfs and postproduc¬ 
tion techniques is intended to make these interactive videos more engaging, and 
periodic quizzes and electronic exercises test the efficacy of fhe instruction, which 
includes basic science about radiation and other possible contaminants and hazards 
that are quantifiable and hence assessable. 

Nonetheless, many game critics would argue that despite a do-over structure similar 
to many videogames, the learner is actively discouraged from trial and error in The 
Virtual Terrorism Response Academy. For example, mentor figures frequently intervene 
in gameplay to remind learners that they are essentially in what Noah Falstein has 
dismissed as a "simulation of a simulation."^'’ Thus the immersive character of the 
digital experience is intentionally diminished, suspension of disbelief is violated, 
and implicit instruction facilitated through interaction with procedural algorithms 
is made highly explicit, sometimes redundantly so, through repeating messages 
from positions of authority using tropes that date back to traditional oratory, so that 
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Henderson admits that others have complained that there is "too much talking" in 
the academy.^^ 

In his work on persuasive games for education, health, and commerce, Bogost has 
claimed that there is a "procedural rhetoric" at work that is distinct from the tradi¬ 
tional persuasive realms of verbal and visual rhetoric.^® Players experience this proce¬ 
dural rhetoric as they become cognizant of the rules that govern gameplay, even if 
they are not always able to articulate these rules, much less directly access the code 
governing the computer's operational algorithms. Bogost argues that self-directed dis¬ 
covery of these procedural dictates and constraints opens up possibilities for critique 
by users. However, in the Virtual Terrorism Academy, procedural experimentation in 
the "play" area is often interrupted by advice from authority figures who mentor the 
learner. Furthermore, educational game theorist James Paul Gee has claimed that 
central learning objectives may be achieved more effectively by transgressive behavior, 
which cannot be achieved through obedient compliance with linear skill-and-drill 
lessons.Gee argues that questioning rules and reasoning independently about 
sequences and combinations of practices ultimately achieves much more sophisticated 
learning outcomes, because gameplay is part of a larger scheme of literacy practices 
associated with expert discourses. 

The IML counters its critics by noting that in emergency situations in which there 
is a clear chain of command, independent actions contrary to established procedures 
are subject to correction by superiors. In defending their highly mediated structure, 
designers at the IML cite principles of "guided constructivism," such as those advocated 
by education pioneer John Dewey, and argue that entirely implicit learning situations 
that rely on trial-and-error are frequently less time-efficient than hybrid instruction 
that capitalizes on the economy of learning through traditional means.Furthermore, 
it could be argued that the fantasies of total agency depicted in commercial games of 
crisis have set reviewers' expectations for "good" gameplay to propagate an ideology 
of empowerment, which Bogost's work on the technical constraints of game algorithms 
and rule sets shows to be a fundamental case of false consciousness. 

In the structure of the curriculum, the Virtual Terrorism Response Academy puts 
special emphasis on lowering anxiety associated with radioactivity, and its efforts at 
risk communication are aimed at encouraging knowledgeable decision-making about 
equipment, policies, and procedures when victims and threats to property are involved. 
These games serve another important rhetorical purpose in presenting a danger that 
is associated with bodily mutilation and genetic mutation: they model norms of risk 
communication about radiation among professional communities and, by extension, 
for the consumption of the general public, in ways that are significantly different from 
either "duck and cover" educational films or 1950s sci-fi monster movies. 

As risk communication becomes professionalized as a specialty with certification 
procedures and academic training, the transmission of vital information to the 
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professional and civilian population before, during, and after emergencies is under¬ 
going a significant institutional shift.Designated risk communicators strive to 
observe basic information design principles to forestall panic, distrust, or disregard for 
basic institutional procedures or the rule of law. As governments have responded to 
anxieties from the public about the likelihood of another catastrophic terrorist attack 
or a global flu pandemic, risk communication has received more media attention and 
more public funding, and risk communicators have pursued opportunities to use dis¬ 
tributed digital media, particularly now that news is transmitted rapidly through 
channels other than broadcast media such as television or radio. 

Since the risk of an avian flu pandemic has garnered increased attention, one of the 
major themes in the discourses of U.S. risk communicators has become "social distanc¬ 
ing." This paradigm assumes that social networks often spread disease and that com¬ 
munitarian behaviors can actually accelerate contamination. Thus risk communication 
efforts justify orders "to cancel events and close buildings or to restrict access to certain 
sites or buildings," so that planners' strategies may curtail attendance at "concerts, 
sports events, movies, plays" or facilities that sponsor "community swimming pools, 
youth clubs, gymnasiums.’"*^ Although software programs developed by the IML tend 
to emphasize the connections of emergency first-responders to a variety of social 
groups, decisions to disband public events, such as football games, may be part of the 
plot lines, and professional equipment still must isolate trained professionals from 
hazards to which the lay public is potentially also exposed. 

In the academy training, substantial time is spent on correct procedures for suiting 
up for encounters with potentially hazardous materials. In some of the multiple-choice 
tutorials in the academy's learning modules, there are trick questions in which a naive 
learner may be tempted to mistakenly choose too much protective gear and thus 
hinder rescue operations by the redundant use of scarce resources and by hobbling 
the rescuer's body with ungainly excess layering that constrains physical movements. 
In creating the Virtual Terrorism Response Academy, the medical illustrators on the IML 
staff paid special attention to realistic 3-D rendering of contamination suits and col¬ 
lected considerable quantities of source materials to depict the features of particular 
brand-name protective wear as accurately and yet generically as possible. 

Shelter in Place 

Because this specialized protective equipment is not available to the general public 
and because an actual future crisis may be more catastrophic than the ones that are 
simulated, political activists have lampooned the very idea that strategies dependent 
on wrapping up vulnerable living environments or physical bodies in potentially 
permeable materials will offer any sustained solution to threats from pathogens. For 
example, to protest the apathy of public policy makers about global warming. The Yes 
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Men documented a prank in which they posed as Halliburton representatives pitching 
the "Survivaball" in a corporate speech in a hotel ballroom and created an actual 
costume to emphasize the ridiculousness of any pretensions to long-term safety 
without fundamental policy change.Their ludicrously rotund creation, which cuts 
the wearer off from social contact and prevents movement in the landscapes of public 
discourse, suggests that elite members of the culture of multinational corporations are 
similarly isolated from normal social intercourse and the practices of interaction with 
the lived environment, so that the figurative burstable "bubble" in which Halliburton 
executives and their supporters seem to live is shown as a literal bubble in which the 
user has chosen to retreat from the disaster and the public sphere in which the crisis 
is taking place. 

After the Department of Homeland Security issued its own risk communication 
guidelines about possible radiological, biological, or chemical attacks at the Ready.gov 
website, parodies and pointed critiques immediately appeared on the Internet. Web¬ 
sites like safenow.org and unready.net exploited the ambiguities of the supposedly 
universally understood information graphics for humorous effect. As earlier satires of 
the escape instructions for aircraft suggested comical interpretations of the neutral 



Figure 9.7 

Photograph of "Survivaball" prank from the Yes Men website, by permission of the Yes Men. 
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pictures, which portrayed generic human figures coping with catastrophe, parodies of 
the Ready.gov site supplied new text to the illustrations of mass hysteria, suggesting 
that these officially approved tableaux of outlined caricatures were visual instructions 
for ofher activities, such as dancing, attending raves, performing sexual acts, or 
farting. 

Illustrations by the Department of Homeland Security at Ready.gov showing recom¬ 
mended procedures for constructing a "safe room" wifh available household materials, 
such as duct tape and plastic sheeting, were prominent targets for public outrage and 
mockery. Near the diagram for "Shelter in Place," the text from government authori¬ 
ties argues that a process known as "sealing the room" to create "a barrier between 
yourself and potentially contaminated air outside" can be "a matter of survival.Yef 
the image undermines public trust by showing the diaphanous character of the plastic 
sheeting with rippled lines and by reminding its audience that there are many differ¬ 
ent apertures that make a house vulnerable beyond the doors and windows, which 
also regulate civic privacy and neighborhood interactions through their architectures 
of control. 

The Federation of American Scientists was particularly critical of these official web 
materials as guidelines for public health procedures. In their extended rhetorical 
analysis of fhe duct-tape paradigm on their critical website ReallyReady, this group 
argued that instructions to the public were unnecessarily convoluted. In their thor¬ 
ough postmortem of fhe governmenf's information design strategies in the duct tape 
illustration, the FAS undermines the government's visual argument. As the website 
points out about the government's illustration of the improvised plastic sheeting 
membrane in the safe room: "These insfrucfions are useful but do not tell you when 
creating a barrier between yourself and contaminated air would be the best decision: 
'sheltering in place' is not effective for nuclear or indoor chemical attacks. 

Although this is the same group that made Immune Attack, the public health game 
that may perpetuate a logic of exclusion, demarcation, and professional mystery, in 
this website they explicitly critique the epistemological authority of a governmenf 
agency and the visual rhetoric of this public safety primer on the web. The FAS parallel 
site also repurposes many of the graphic elements of the Homeland Security original, 
to such an extent that the FAS made some concessions to federal authorities in order 
to avoid possible infringement of the intellectual property of the state and unauthor¬ 
ized use of government symbols and marks of authority. 

The Children's Crusade 

Even before the "Shelter in Place" controversy and related parodies of the public rela¬ 
tions campaign on the Department of Homeland Security site, there were indications 
that this new federal agency was sfruggling fo develop an appropriate web identity 
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Figure 9.8 

Illustration of "Shelter in Place" from the Ready.gov website of the Department of Homeland 
Security. 


that would inspire confidence in the public and simplify complicated issues about 
threat assessment. For example, in 2005, a campaign orchestrated with the Ad Council 
offered anxious families a Madlibs-sfyle form fo help them articulate the elements of 
an emergency plan in fhe evenf of a terrorist attack. 

If there's a(n)_terrorist attack, everyone in the family should try to call_ 

to get in touch with_who is our out-of-town contact in_. Then_ 

_picks up_at_._walks to_house and_ 

_ there. _ grabs the emergency kit. We all _ at the home or 

_and listen to the_news for official instructions. Finally, we decide if 

we should drive to_or stay in our_. “ 

Unfortunately this kind of fill-in-the-blanks rhetoric of highly constrained interac¬ 
tivity, which is oriented toward offering programmatic structures in a syntax of pre- 
established authority, underscores a tendency in federal websites designed for children 
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Figure 9.9 

2005 Madlib from the Department of Homeland Security children's site. 
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to emphasize puzzle and game presentation styles rather than access to the research 
resources that young people frequently seek at such government URLs, particularly 
when state educational standards mandate certain kinds of assignments requiring 
displays of encyclopedic knowledge, current statistics, and narratives composed of 
chronological facts. Strangely, many federal websifes for children only offer young 
people seeking answers more riddles, frequently in the form of pages of “games for 
kids," such as interactive online hangman games or crossword puzzles. For example, 
the FBI webpage designed for elementary school children features a tile game, a match¬ 
ing game, a word search, and a drag-and-drop disguises page, all programmed in Flash 
and Java.Although children doing research on national security issues or the powers 
of infersfate policing would rarely arrive at a federal website in search of this kind of 
fun, these government websites offer acfivifies of distracfion rafher than the informa¬ 
tion literacy skills that young citizens would need in order to evaluate information 
coming from even supposedly vetted websites from federal authorities. 

If federal websites for children do nof feature puzzles and games, they often show 
cartoon characters of animals and robots engaged in anthropomorphic stories that are 
only remotely related to the work of government agencies. Eventually, the children's 
site for the Department of Homeland Securify, ready.gov/kids, showcased a group of 
mountain lions in a patriarchal family unit designed by Betsy Baytos, a Disney veteran, 
who also designed a corporate campaign for the Coca-Cola company featuring polar 
bears, which the DHS website proudly reported among her information design cre¬ 
dentials. Of course, children from hillside regions in California who have been warned 
against trails in mountain lion habitats may be unlikely to accept these mascots as 
comforting agents of frustworfhy informafion from an aufhoritative source. Far from 
fhe urban landscapes in which terrorisf attacks are statisfically more likely to occur, 
the cartoon mountain lions supposedly are intended to demonstrate the utility of an 
emergency supply kif on a sife thaf also features coloring books, word searches, and 
clickable hidden treasure activities. 

These children's websites, which are even produced by famously secretive U.S. 
federal agencies such as fhe Cenfral Intelligence Agency or the National Reconnais¬ 
sance Office, underscore the fact that official websifes do much more fhan merely 
disseminafe informafion to users as part of e-governmenf efforfs. In addition, these 
websites represent certain ideologies of fhe state, which in this case, I would argue, 
do not present the kinds of didactic politics that one might expect to find promoted 
alongside issues of national security or public safety about future citizenship and 
eventual participation in organizations of insfitutional authority, although they reify 
certain cultural imaginaries nonetheless. Rather than show participatory culture for 
all ages, fhese government websites propagate the vision of a two-fiered Internet also 
pushed by congressional legislation, such as the Communications Decency Act or the 
Child Online Protection Act, where the online activities of young people take place 
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Figure 9.10 

2007 illustration from the Department of Homeland Security children's site. 

inside a child-safe walled garden, because of the assumption that young people would 
only go to the Internet for socially unproductive diversion and games. 

As taxpayer-funded games, simulations, and illustrated websites for health and 
safety represent both scenes of crisis and epistemological spaces, the borders and bar¬ 
riers that they reconstitute in virtual learning environments serve a double function. 
Not only do these representations emphasize proper safety procedures and equipment 
protocols, but they also reify boundaries that demarcate the privileged spaces of the 
elect. 

Nontraditional Games of Crisis 

Many independent game designers are creating work in the genre of the game of crisis 
in order to produce experiences in electronic environments that invite more introspec¬ 
tive reflection and informal sociality than those proposing that a crisis can be best 
managed by the hierarchical rationalization of command and control. For example, 
in The Night Journey, video artist Bill Viola and game designer Tracy Fullerton collabo¬ 
rate to create a game about enlightenment in which the true crisis is one that is 
spiritual in nature. Elements in the navigable game world and the video art cut 
scenes draw on motifs selected from the world's major religions. In The Night Journey, 
the scenes of death, rotting animal bodies, and destruction are intended to stimulate 
contemplation about life's larger meanings rather than emergency interventions, 
and players are encouraged to slow down rather than speed up to make sense of the 
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unfolding information.The spiritual crises that human beings must confront are 
imagined as being far from the busy context of urban life, so that The Night Journey 
unfolds in the mythic regions of desert, forest, ocean, or mountain. The player 
approaches structures in the game world not to secure territory, create a command 
center, or establish a strategic foothold, but to gain knowledge, paradoxically about 
the limitations of knowledge. 

In contrast to the emphasis on isolation in The Night Journey, Jane McGonigal created 
World Without Oil, an online simulation run in 2007 that gradually unfolded to reveal 
the magnitude of the consequences of a thirty-two week evolving global oil crisis.'*^ 
Players—1,800 in twelve countries—were encouraged to use a common social media 
platform on the website to perform and interact in ways sometimes only tangentially 
guided by the simulation. By the time World Without Oil was finished, hundreds of 
people had left comments on the site, had posted video diaries, or had kept detailed 
blogs that documented how this possible history of the future would impact their own 
lives as gas shortages cause transportation to come to a standstill, prices to skyrocket, 
once-public places to close, and frustrated citizens to riot or creatively collaborate. In 
this alternate reality game, or ARG, players' dramatic sensibilities showed themselves 
able to find success through what Michel de Certeau has called "tactics,"^” which 



Figure 9.11 

Image of the "Desert Hut" from The Night Journey. Courtesy of Tracy Fullerton of the USC Game 
Innovation Lab. 
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seemed to often be made possible by mobile computing devices that allowed frustrated 
oil consumers to function as smart mobs capable of subverting the failed strategies of 
policy makers. 

As a commuting faculty member who lived fifty miles away from the campus where 
1 worked, 1 played along with McGonigal's simulation and shot online video that 
chronicled how members of my real-life faculty carpool would have responded to this 
kind of crisis. Initially, carpool members were confident that their rational decision¬ 
making and willingness to collaborate and improvise would allow them to overcome 
the challenges they faced, because as university professors they could "afford" certain 
lifestyle adjustments, including working at home and adopting distance learning 
practices. At one point, however, as the crisis worsens, one carpooler realizes that she 
"probably" has "enough gas ... to get home, but that's it." Faced with dramatic life¬ 
style changes involving acquiring a bicycle and temporarily relocating to her mother’s 
home to keep her job, she is still hopeful that she can manage to "set up a way to do 
my work from my computer. 

1 continued to participate in McGonigal's game as 1 traveled to the Netherlands to 
give a paper at the annual meeting of the International Information Society for Crisis 
Response and Management (ISCRAM) about the use of serious games for emergency 
training and planning. By this point in the simulation in World Without Oil, interna¬ 
tional travel had been largely curtailed, as the price of jet fuel grounded airplanes at 



Figure 9.12 

Image of video created for World Without Oil. 
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airports around the world, often stranding travelers in foreign countries. After posting 
an online video from the Netherlands explaining my fictional plight, which was 
shot wandering around the medieval square in Delft, Dutch citizens contacted me 
via e-mail and offered to pretend to offer shelter to the homeless American and to 
shoot more online video of us playing out an episode of international face-to-face 
cooperation. 

Ironically, at the ISCRAM conference the emphasis was on how crisis planners could 
use game and computer simulation technologies to save local governments the cost 
and urban disruption associated with traditional large-scale drills that conventionally 
required hundreds of role-playing extras. In other words, they hoped to eliminate 
precisely the kind of spectacle that alternate reality game designers wanted to stage 
with human actors in the built environment of cities. Rather than foster the live 
improvisation and social theater facilitated by streetwise games like McGonigal’s World 
Without Oil and Superstruct, these games of crisis would be removed from the public 
sphere and consigned to the private spaces of the professionally initiated. 



10 The Past as Prologue: Cultural Politics and the Founding 
Narratives of Information Science 


In the summer of 1997, a government agency first dramatized the potential of a 
"merger of television and the Internet,"' as the Mars rover experiment was sending 
the initial images shot hy a robotic vehicle from the red planet's surface back to Earth. 
Unlike previous space missions that had been watched on television sets in people's 
living rooms, this was a spectacle that took place on a computer screen, often in a 
school or workplace, where connectivity was still far superior to that available in most 
homes at the time. 

For purposes of scale, it's worth noting that on just one day during the rover's 
planned month-long mission, July 8, the space agency's website (at mpfwww.jpl.nasa 
.gov) received 47 million hits. By the time the month was over, web traffic statistics 
showed a total of 577 million visits to the main rover site alone.^ To adjust to the 
large number of unexpected visitors, NASA soon set up mirror sites in over a dozen 
countries to handle the overflow from these virtual crowds. Corporate partners also 
stepped in to enlarge the rover project's web capacity.^ This widely publicized event 
and accounts of periodic "traffic jams" on NASA's websites by space enthusiasts of all 
ages, who were jockeying to see pictures from the Sojourner rover simultaneously, 
soon spurred telecommunications companies to explore collaborative ventures with 
software makers in order to one day "offer individualized interactive digital television" 
with a wide range of content.'* 

In the decade that followed, the Jet Propulsion Laboratory would use its website for 
one public relations success after another and deploy advanced data visualization 
techniques to make a compelling case for its popular rover missions with high- 
resolution digital color photographs and 3-D computer animated films. Unlike other 
federally funded organizations that often struggled to find success as digital media- 
makers, JPL showed itself to be a consistent master of public rhetoric in these new 
media. While JPL's parent agency, NASA, had a number of high-profile failures involv¬ 
ing computational media, which included revelations that regrettable PowerPoint^ or 
e-maiD trails of miscommunication had contributed to two space shuttle crashes, JPL 
was busy promoting a positive vision of new information age ventures, which included 
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plans for an "Interplanetary Network, or IPN," which would "comhine elements of 
today's Internet with another communications network that countries around the 
world use to communicate with their satellites and other spaceships" that would be 
able to compensate for the "low-power wireless transmissions over very large distances 
that produce higher error rates. 

Before the advent of the World Wide Web, JPL relied on press releases, public events 
in auditoriums with live feeds from its interplanetary spacecraft, tours of its facility 
in Southern California, and the dissemination of print ephemera such as newsletters, 
photographs, posters, stickers, and other souvenir items to amateur astronomers as a 
way to spread their message about the benefits of space exploration to the American 
populace. Having grown up in Pasadena, very near to JPL in a site of "regional advan¬ 
tage" around the California Institute of Technology,® I frequently went on school 
field trips to the main JPL compound, where visitors could observe activities in the 
mission control room or visit galleries commemorating JPL's long history of unmanned 
journeys outside Earth's atmosphere. Even as a child, I could appreciate the fact 
that JPL engineers had to work with at least three very complicated problems all 
the time: (1) calculating the trajectories of the mechanical artifacts that they blasted 
into space, (2) analyzing the signals sent back from these devices, which were often 
obscured by "noise" that muddied the messages, and (3) managing information 
retrieval and synthesizing information from complex missions with multiple objec¬ 
tives and teams. 

The Rhetoric of Information Science 

In the 1940s, the triad of scientific problems involving trajectory calculation, signal 
analysis, and information retrieval had been central to the discourses of the founding 
documents of "information science," a newfound discipline established in the academy 
in the wake of World War 11. Just as Sigmund Freud had to defend the status of psy¬ 
choanalysis as a legitimate field decades earlier, information scientists had to articulate 
what Freud had called a discipline's Weltanschauung, which roughly translates into 
English as a "worldview" or "ideology." Freud described a Weltanschauung as "an 
intellectual construction which gives a unified solution" to all problems of "our exis¬ 
tence" with a "comprehensive hypothesis, a construction."^ Much as the language of 
psychoanalysis also filtered into the popular culture, expert terms from cybernetics, 
signal theory, data mining, and information retrieval soon became part of the 
American vernacular in the postwar years. How well the public really understood 
the theories they were incorporating into the everyday lexicon was a considerably 
more complicated question. Von Neumann argued in Theory of Self-Reproducing 
Automata that these new "rigorous theories of control and information" differed sig¬ 
nificantly from the formal logics of classical mathematics, in that the field required 
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"the discussion of certain fictitious mechanisms or axiomatic paper automata, which 
are merely outlines, hut which nobody is concerned to build. 

Those who study what is called the "rhetoric of science" are particularly interested 
in definitive statements of the principles governing a branch of disciplinary knowledge 
or its central issues and questions, because these ur-texts often indicate the kinds of 
metaphors and narratives that shape subsequent discourses in a given field. In the 
terms of traditional rhetoric, it could be said that the scientific method is associated 
with its own distinctive topoi or stock rhetorical subjects, which are designed for both 
effective practice and for persuasion. Furthermore, the members of a given scientific 
community must be keenly aware of the importance of the concept of kaiws and how 
specific rhetorical occasions may be particularly opportune for collective engagement 
with problem solving and successful codification of the rules for acceptable findings 
of fact. Following Bruno Latour, many have argued for a place for rhetoric in science 
studies, and rhetoricians such as Charles Bazerman and Alan G. Gross have conversely 
introduced scholarship from the social study of science to the field of rhetoric and 
composition. Much of this work has been informed by Thomas Kuhn's groundbreak¬ 
ing The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, which argues that paradigm shifts in fields 
like astronomy and chemistry have less to do with groundbreaking discoveries by lone 
geniuses than they do with phases of evolving consensuses within more conservative 
communities of practice.Founding manifestos for new sciences are also of special 
interest to rhetoricians because they are frequently political texts, not only in the sense 
of situating a discipline in relationship to national or party politics, but also as indica¬ 
tors of the sexual or cultural politics of a particular approach to intellectual inquiry 
and the epistemological ground that the set of social actors are claiming. 

On behalf of information science, Vannevar Bush made what was probably the 
most prominent popular appeal to the lay public in The Atlantic Monthly and later in 
Life magazine in his 1945 essay "As We May Think." One of his editors compared 
Bush's essay to "Emerson's famous address of 1837 on 'The American Scholar,"' 
because it also grappled with the basic "relationship between thinking man and 
the sum of our knowledge"^^ in language designed to be accessible to those outside 
of the academy. In "As We May Think," Bush describes what he sees as a crisis of 
knowledge unfolding in contemporary society, because so much scientific inquiry is 
going on at a rapid pace simultaneously at many locations in laboratories and research 
universities, and yet "methods of transmitting and reviewing the results of research 
are generations old."^^ 

Years later. Bush would make some preliminary arguments for the status of another 
new discipline seeking a respected place in the university in his essay on "The Art of 
Management, but in 1945 his focus was on the plight of the research scientist facing 
the dispersal of resources and strategic planning that had been marshaled by the gov¬ 
ernment during the war. During World War II, much of Bush's research planning had 
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been approved at the highest levels, and President Franklin Roosevelt met with Bush 
personally and agreed to support new large-scale federal sources of funding for scien¬ 
tific collaborations between universities, the military, and industry that Bush would 
supervise. However, although this document is often read as a blueprint for the digital 
future, as Wendy Chun points out. Bush's professional history up to that point had 
been heavily invested in analog technologies.^^ In thel930s. Bush had worked on the 
construction of analog computers, such as the Differential Analyzer at MIT, which had 
a mechanism with rods and wheels inside its wood and glass case and was used for 
representing complex mathematical problems very literally as a series of visibly observ¬ 
able relationships.^'’ Soon Bush became interested in incorporating new photographic 
film techniques into his mechanisms and in applying these technologies of miniatur¬ 
ization and enlargement to law enforcement scenarios by proposing inventions such 
as a fingerprint analyzer for the FBI. 

Some have argued that this emphasis on deploying computing for the interests of 
the military and the police powers of the state inevitably privileged closed systems 
over open ones.'^ However, "As We May Think" largely depicts personal rather than 
institutional computing and even describes what could be taken to be an early version 
of peer-to-peer file sharing between like-minded citizens.'® Certainly Bush emphasizes 
the inclusiveness of his address to the public on several occasions. He describes the 
recent war as being not "a scientist's war" but "a war in which all have had a part," 
and he asserts that the scientist "is not the only person who manipulates data and 
examines the world about him by the use of logical processes. 

As a rhetorician. Bush had always had a popular audience in mind for the ideas in 
"As We May Think." His 1945 article was a reworked and expanded version of his 
1939 manuscript, "Mechanization and the Record," which he had sent to the editors 
of Fortune magazine before the outbreak of the war, although the magazine never 
published his text. Media scholar W. Russell Neuman has described the finished 
product in The Atlantic Monthly as a piece of writing rich with the potential for "demo¬ 
cratic pluralism" made possible by a "communications revolution," which also capital¬ 
ized on the concentrated attention enabled by both the "psychology of mass audience" 
and the "political economy of mass media" of the Orwellian paradigms of collective 
experience to which it could be opposed.“ 

In the essay. Bush is concerned with how scientific revolutions may be stymied by 
forms of myopia caused by the incommensurability of the importance of the findings 
of men of genius, such as Gregor Mendel, with the capacities of scientific institutions 
to locate and synthesize new work, to invigorate existing theories and practices 
through selection and focus, and to coordinate novel ideas with novel inventions. 
Often in the essay he mourns the loss of significant information that takes place over 
relatively short periods of historical time. For example. Bush writes that two centuries 
ago Leibniz "invented a calculating machine which embodied most of the essential 
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features of recent keyboard devices, but it could not then come into use." Although 
Bush is alarmed hy the information-loss problems faced by professionals in the further 
uncoordinated peacetime scientific community, he also expresses concern for indi¬ 
vidual lay users of information, people who are outside of the academy and yet may 
also find highly specialized findings useful in their daily lives. 

"As We May Think" is probably most famous for seeming to predict many futuristic 
digital technologies by proposing the development of a device for home use called 
the memex, which "would instantly bring files and matter on any subject to the 
operator's fingertips.His memex is a highly personalized technology, which is an 
"enlarged intimate supplement to his memory" and a site in which an "individual 
stores all his hooks, records, and communications." Unlike cards indexed alphabeti¬ 
cally in a catalog drawer, materials in the memex would be organized according to 
the principles governing "the automatic telephone exchange." 

The owner of the memex, let us say. Is interested in the origin and properties of the how and 
arrow. Specifically he is studying why the short Turkish bow was apparently superior to the 
English long bow in the skirmishes of the Crusades. He has dozens of possibly pertinent books 
and articles in his memex. First he runs through an encyclopedia, finds an interesting but sketchy 
article, leaves it projected. Next, in a history, he finds another pertinent item, and ties the two 
together. Thus he goes, building a trail of many items. Occasionally he inserts a comment of his 
own, either linking it into the main trail or joining it by a side trail to a particular item. When 
it becomes evident that the elastic properties of available materials had a great deal to do with 
the bow, he branches off on a side trail which takes him through textbooks on elasticity and 
tables of physical constants. He inserts a page of longhand analysis of his own. Thus he builds 
a trail of his interest through the maze of materials available to him.“ 

Because the memex user edits, annotates, and adds content to the trail about the 
Turkish bow. Bush's imagined protagonist is also presented as a producer as well as a 
consumer of electronically generated texts. 

There are obviously several features about the information practices of this imagined 
citizen that make him a particularly distinctive kind of ideal reader or ideal author. 
He's interested in military technologies, East/West divisions, and weapons that hurtle 
projectiles along an optimal trajectory, which were all concerns in the aerial bombing 
and missile projects that Bush oversaw during his tenure as chair of the National 
Defense Research Committee and director of the Office of Scientific Research and 
Development. As scientists tried to predict outcomes in physics scenarios with new 
jet engines and rockets in unfamiliar atmospheric conditions, this kind of narrative 
would continue to be relevant to scientists during the Cold War. 

In peacetime, however, the record-keeping possibilities of the devices that Bush 
promotes would also seem to have obvious benefits to U.S. capitalism. Charge cards 
at the "great department store" would simplify inventory tracking and accounting. 
The specialization of labor could be further refined to provide "a list of all employees 


316 


Chapter 10 


who live in Trenton and know Spanish." The costs of production, storage, and trans¬ 
portation of some material goods would be cut dramatically so that "material for the 
microfilm Britannica would cost a nickel, and it could be mailed anywhere for a 
cent."“ 

But this micropayment future contains some troubling implications for laissez-faire 
capitalism. Although the memex user "purchases" materials for his device, much like 
a contemporary encyclopedia subscriber. Bush also imagines a kind of file sharing 
outside of the circuits of monetary exchange: 

Several years later, his talk with a friend turns to the queer ways in which a people resist innova¬ 
tions, even of vital interest. He has an example, in the fact that the outraged Europeans still 
failed to adopt the Turkish how. In fact he has a trail on it. A touch brings up the code hook. 
Tapping a few keys projects the head of the trail. A lever runs through it at will, stopping at 
interesting items, going off on side excursions. It is an interesting trail, pertinent to the discus¬ 
sion. So he sets a reproducer in action, photographs the whole trail out, and passes it to his friend 
for insertion in his own memex, there to he linked into the more general trail.^'* 

He copies the "whole trail" and "passes it to his friend" without considering what 
these kinds of transactions might mean for the market, even though in the era of the 
Digital Millennium Copyright Act this exchange may well be forbidden by congres¬ 
sional legislation, beginning at the moment of digital replication.^^ 

Bush presents a narrative about social media and a reputation economy in which 
the information in his memex has value primarily to illustrate to his friend the "queer 
ways in which a people resist innovations" when they come from cultural others. This 
discussion with the memex user's friend takes place in a complex rhetorical context 
of mutual conversation in which a cosmopolitan technology user ridicules certain 
commonplaces of Eurocentric ideology. Although elsewhere Bush looks forward to the 
promise of a "new symbolism" divorced from the irrationalities introduced hy locality, 
language, and culture in which one day people will "click off arguments on a machine 
with the same assurance that we now enter sales on a cash register" or "manipulate 
premises in accordance with formal logic, simply by the clever use of relay circuits" 
to crank out "conclusion after conclusion" as consistently as a "keyboard adding 
machine," the anecdote he tells illustrates the impossibility of winning arguments this 
way. The significance of the trail lies not in its purely denotative character or absolute 
signification, but in its "pertinence" to a lively spoken "discussion" and its appropri¬ 
ateness to a particular rhetorical occasion.^'’ 

Gender and Science 

Bush's positive vision inevitably represses certain anxieties about the status of his new 
science as a properly authoritative field, particularly those subversive questions related 
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to gender, which Bush can avoid as iong as his characters can be described exciusiveiy 
with maie pronouns. Yet women have had an undeniabiy important roie in the infor¬ 
mation and communication industries that Bush's vision buiids on, despite the mas- 
cuiine ideoiogies that have been expiicitiy associated with iegitimated modern science 
since at ieast Francis Bacon, according to Eveiyn Fox Keiier and others who have 
studied connections between gender and science.In particular, women had long 
histories as operators of telegraph and telephone networks, where they were respon¬ 
sible for procedures that maintained the viability of large hubs in systems of interre¬ 
lated nodes.They had also become closely associated with the profession of 
librarianship by Bush's time and were managers of information retrieval technology 
at many public institutions. 

It is noteworthy that—even in Bush's wildest imagination—the memex owner does 
not know how to type, since the man inserts "longhand analysis" into the burgeoning 
hypertextual document that Bush describes. After ail, typing was considered a skill 
consigned to women in the twentieth-century workplace. Even fifteen years later, 
J.C.R. Licklider was still assuming that hand-drawn symbols and speech recognition 
technologies would be necessary to achieve what he called "man-computer symbio¬ 
sis," since "one can hardly take a military commander or a corporation president away 
from his work to teach him to type."^^ 

Because Bush discusses how cultural prejudices and institutional forms of blindness 
can stymie technological innovation, it is particularly ironic that he can not see the 
consequences of his own gender ideologies and what may well be an unconscious set 
of beliefs that he holds about the femininity of certain labor practices. Although Bush's 
interest in perfecting voice input devices and writing tablets may seem prescient in 
the current age of ubiquitous computing and intuitive interface design, at the time it 
meant that many of the inventions he imagined could not get off the drawing board 
for decades, so that Bush was essentially arguing that funding and effort be directed 
to impractical pie-in-the-sky technologies. The buttons on Bush's memex, shown in 
Life magazine, bear no resemblance to familiar QWERTY typewriter keys associated 
with office workers.^” In contrast, consider the introduction of the personal computer 
with keyboard that was first sold to consumers in the 1980s. By that time, keyboards 
were perceived to be very efficient and learning to type proved to be much less of an 
obstacle to widespread adoption than the men of Bush's generation may have expected, 
given the internal programming of their gender assumptions and aversion to femi¬ 
nized practices of labor. 

After all, even the word "computer" in Bush's time meant a person who fulfilled a 
particular job title involving computation, a person who was almost always female. 
Female computers had been essential for creating accurate printed tables at minimal 
cost^^ and had thus held significant although uncelebrated roles in almost every 
scientific revolution of the century before the writing of "As We May Think": from 
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cataloging the dimensions of the morphologies of different species in Great Britain to 
support Darwin's hypothesis about the survival of the fittest to charting the paths of 
astronomical bodies in order to validate new theories of the universe being posited at 
Harvard University.Anne Balsamo, whose own mother was a computer, has discussed 
the "feminization of labor" in which "tasks were routinized and rationalized" so that 
these occupations became further "sex-stratified."^^ 

From the 1940s, and even into the 1950s and 1960s, the JPL laboratory's all-female 
staff of computers calculated the trajectories of the expensive taxpayer-funded rockets, 
satellites, and spacecraft and were thereby responsible for making sure that missions 
were completed successfully and thus for protecting the investment of the public. 
Although calculations were done by hand for decades, they were scrupulously double- 
checked. By drawing on the oral histories from the computers themselves, a JPL his¬ 
torian has explained how this female subculture operated within the larger engineering 
culture of the plant. 

Over time, a group of about a dozen women was formed to perform trajectory calculations. Made 
Roberts and, later, Helen Ling, both supervisors for the group, hired only women. Their attitude 
reflected a general cultural belief of the times that some kinds of jobs were more appropriate for 
women than for men. "Men back then always thought they knew more than you did,” Ling 
remembers. "So if you hire them under you, they're uncomfortable, you're uncomfortable. So I 
just hired women just out of college. I thought that if you didn't give them a chance, they'll 
never get a chance." 


The advent of electronic computers slowly changed what the all-female computations group did. 
The women were trained to program in FORTRAN, the primary computer language developed 
for scientific applications. Sue Finley, hired into the group in 1958, remembers that the male 
engineers largely didn't want to do the programming themselves in the 1960s. It was still con¬ 
sidered "women's work," not part of an engineer's job description. So the group began to code 
and run programs for calculating trajectories to the planets, for various Earth orbits and other 
tasks assigned them by the Lab's engineers. 


New computers didn't change the fact that data were still plotted by hand. Electronic computers 
couldn't plot data until the 1970s. "I worked on Ranger 3 telemetry by hand," recalls Finley. "The 
computer wasn't working that night. JPL's A1 Hibbs read it to me over the phone and I plotted it. 
When everyone realized that Ranger 3 hadn't reached escape velocity and wouldn't reach the 
moon, I went home. I got there around six in the morning and my husband was watching the 
news. They had a little blackboard up with the numbers I had calculated on it. I said 'Those are 
my numbers!' Almost nobody in the outside world knew we women did that work."^^ 

When plotting by hand was no longer necessary, "engineers started to want computer- 
animated movies to help promote missions" that showed not only the trajectories but 
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also "views of the planets during spacecraft flybys.Eventually, some of the women 
hired as computers moved into less sex-segregated fields like software engineering, but 
tasks related to data representation continued to be seen as women's work for many 
years. Although this workforce was sex-segregated, it provided opportunities to over¬ 
come some barriers about reproduction and race. A 1953 photograph shows a group 
of twenty-seven women posing in a JPL company portrait. At least one woman of 
color is clearly visible in the group, as is one noticeably pregnant woman. The image 
also shows considerable diversity in age among these information workers, many of 
whom were apparently recruited out of high school based on their mathematical 
abilities.^*’ 

Yet Bush seems eager to exclude women from the "we" in the informational future 
that he describes in "As We May Think. At one point Bush indicates the extreme 
inappropriateness of the professional spectacle of such "girls" in the company of 
engineers, men of science, and others occupied in the business of the public sphere. 

The other element is found In the stenotype, that somewhat disconcerting device encountered 
usually at public meetings. A girl strokes its keys languidly and looks about the room and some¬ 
times at the speaker with a disquieting gaze. From it emerges a typed strip which records in a 
phonetically simplified language a record of what the speaker is supposed to have said. Later this 



Figure 10.1 

1953 photograph of computers at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. Courtesy NASA/JPL-Caltech. 
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strip Is retyped into ordinary language, for in its nascent form it is intelligible only to the initi¬ 
ated. Combine these two elements, let the Vocoder run the stenotype, and the result is a machine 
which types when talked to.^® 

The device is "disconcerting," but so is the "disquieting" operator of it, who sensuously 
"strokes" the keys "languidly" and discomfits the speaker by counterintuitively making 
a male the object of an attentive if nof predatory gaze. By creating "a machine which 
types when talked to," Bush would be able to remove this "girl" from the scene, 
and—with a little creative engineering—preserve the decorum of the public meeting, 
which could then take place in a suitably all-male environment.^^ It is significant that 
manifestos from male technologists about the coming information revolution would 
make references to such voiceless "girls" doing society's data work. These women are 
depicted in service roles only to be hoped to eventually be made obsolete, or to have 
their labor dematerialized into a representational abstraction. 

The figure of fhe "girl" reappears in Warren Weaver's introduction to Claude 
Shannon's groundbreaking technical work The Mathematical Theory of Communication. 
It is interesting, however, that rather than reject her labor, as Bush does. Weaver 
makes her into the very epitome of his profession. At one point. Weaver compares 
the new discipline that Shannon is launching to a "girl" in the telecommunications 
industry and thus makes the young working woman into one of his central rhetorical 
tropes. 

An engineering communication theory is like a very proper and discreet girl accepting your 
telegram. She pays no attention to the meaning, whether it he sad, or joyous, or embarrassing. 
But she must he prepared to deal with all that come to her desk.^° 

As Derrida has pointed out, the word "proper" has an interesting etymology. It implies 
the social isolation of bofh the personal ownership and cleanliness of the French root 
word propre, and yet in common use it is a relational word about social connections 
that indicates suitability or conformity to something else.”*^ Although she is in a simul¬ 
taneously subservient and powerful position as a service worker, Weaver depicts the 
"girl" at her official desk as a kind of vesfal virgin of fhe information industry, a non¬ 
participant in the transaction who is immune to "sad" or "joyous" or "embarrassing" 
content, even though her "properness" must coexist with her worldly "discretion," as 
she is still potentially privy to the secrets she ignores. 

The "girl's" femininity and passivity can be seen as appropriate signifiers for this 
new discipline, because unlike conventional science. Shannon's mathematical theory 
of communication is all about engaging in the kind of women's work that the mas¬ 
culine JPL engineers avoided, about science as doing procedures and calculations 
rather than finding truth. Unlike the Baconian tradition, in which true scientists must 
reveal the most intimate secrets of nature. Weaver presents a strangely uncurious 
figure to his audience. The girl's disengagement from acfive interpretation represents 


Cultural Politics and the Founding Narratives of Information Science 


321 


Weaver's translation of Shannon's concept that although "frequently the messages 
have meaning," "semantic aspects of communication are irrelevant to the engineering 
problem" at hand, in other words, the girl should only be concerned about accurate 
transcription of the message as it is transmitted or received as a signal in Shannon's 
diagram of the noisy channel. Weaver further tinkers with conventional concepts 
about dependence and independence in his reworking of Shannon's language else¬ 
where. As Weaver points out, "this does not mean that the engineering aspects are 
necessarily irrelevant to the semantic aspects.'"*^ 

In 1963, when Weaver wrote Lady Luck: The Theory of Probability, which was intended 
to be a nontechnical introduction to the subject designed for a popular audience, his 
female allegory for a theoretical set of mathematical assumptions had become much 
older and more worldly than the "girl" of his 1949 explanation of Shannon's work. 
In the later text. Weaver traces the "birth" of his mascot for probability theory, "Lady 
Luck," if not her "conception," to 1654 and to a treatise written in France by Blaise 
Pascal in response to the problem of formulating a gambling strategy.^^ 

Of course, probability is a key factor of information theory in the earlier work as 
well. As Shannon explains, the "significant aspect is that the actual message is one 
selected from a set of possible meanings.Weaver's introduction, somewhat contro¬ 
versially, further asserts that information has nothing to do with meaning. As though 
overcoming his audience's objections to a form of semantic miscegenation. Weaver 
asserts that not only Is it "disappointing" that "information" and "meaning" aren't 
coupled but also that "information" and "uncertainty" are the appropriate if "bizarre" 
"partners.This is the correct match to make because probabilistically information 
"deals not with a single message but rather with the statistical character of a whole 
ensemble of messages." At the end of his introduction he returns again to the star- 
crossed coupling of "information" and "meaning" to assert that they are "more like 
a pair of canonically conjugate variables In quantum theory, they being subject to 
some joint restriction that condemns a person to the sacrifice of the one as he insists 
on having much of the other, just as Heisenberg's uncertainty principle dictates 
that knowing a moving particle's position more precisely means knowing less about 
its momentum. 

Cross Talk 

When published as a book. Shannon's theory in the original paper was retitled with 
a more authoritative definite article replacing the indefinite one, so that 1948's "A 
Mathematical Theory of Communication" became The Mathematical Theory of Com¬ 
munication by the time it went to press in 1949 under the auspices of the University 
of Illinois.The text also incorporated more of the Cold War sensibilities of one of 
Shannon's collaborators, Warren Weaver. Although Shannon's formulas were intended 
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primarily to solve specific technical problems by making workable schematic and 
mathematical models of how electronic signals travel through noisy channels and 
carry information about the texts, sounds, or images to be displayed, it could be argued 
that Weaver secondarily gave these equations a distinctive rhetoric of his own thaf 
was designed to persuade others that they would be reading an important scientific 
work. 

As a cultural arbiter who held leadership roles in the Rockefeller Foundation for fwo 
decades. Weaver had a major role in the postwar era in establishing the authority of 
fheories of "organized complexity" in both academia and popular culture and propa¬ 
gating this theoretical approach in a number of different disciplines. For example, in 
her seminal work on urban renewal and city planning. The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities, Jane Jacobs devotes much of her chapter on "the kind of a problem 
a cify is" to Weaver's ideas and credits his intellectual legacy as one that could be 
transposed from the field of mafhematics to biology and then to Jacobs's built envi¬ 
ronments with their complicated ecosystems of social, economic, polifical, and cul¬ 
tural life.^® Jacobs cites Weaver's 1958 Annual Report of the Rockefeller Foundation, but 
Weaver had been distinguishing between "problems of simplicify," "problems of dis¬ 
organized complexity," and "problems of organized complexity" as early as 1948, 
when he introduced and edited a volume of public addresses by leading scientists for 
lay audiences in a book filled The Scientists Speak}'^ 

In many places. Weaver's introduction about how information can be divorced 
from meaning almost merits renaming his preface “The Mathematical Theory of 
Miscommunication" or "The Mathematical Theory of Pseudocommunication." In 
considering how "one mind may affect another," Weaver presents an often jaundiced 
view of human communication, based on his examples, which is very different 
from the rationalized and routinized error-free linguistic circuitry that Vannevar 
Bush presents to his audience. Weaver wryly observes certain inherent flaws in the 
process of meaning-making, which seem to be true not only for his present but for 
fhe foreseeable future as well. Certainly, Cold War politics made crosscultural com¬ 
munication particularly challenging in Weaver's mind. At one point, he invites readers 
to consider "the meaning to a Russian of a U.S. newsreel picture."^” One could say 
that Weaver is also concerned about disinformation as well as information, in that he 
brings up the "psychological and emotional aspects of propaganda theory" in the same 
section. 

For example. Weaver proposes a scenario with "Mr. X" and "Mr. Y" speaking incom¬ 
prehensibly to each other, which only becomes apparent if the statements are trans¬ 
lated into two entirely different languages. Weaver uses his example to undermine his 
audience's assumptions about the commonality grounded in linguistic interactions, 
which they further naturalize when the sample utterances are in the familiar dialed 
of English. 
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One essential complication is illustrated by the remark that if Mr. X is suspected not to under¬ 
stand what Mr. Y says, then it is theoretically not possible, by having Mr. Y do nothing but talk 
further with Mr. X, completely to clarify this situation in any finite time. If Mr. Y says "Do you 
now understand me?" and Mr. X says "Certainly 1 do," this is not necessarily a certification that 
understanding has been achieved. It may just be that Mr. X did not understand the question. 
If this sounds silly, try it again as "Czy pan mnie rozumle?" with the answer "Hai wakkate 
imasu."^' 

In a footnote, Weaver then follows up with the story of the famous horses of Elherfeld 
that quotes K.S. Lashley's 1949 article "Persistent Problems in the Evolution of 
Mind": 

When Pfungst (1911) demonstrated that the horses of Elberfeld, who were showing marvelous 
linguistic and mathematical ability, were merely reacting to movements of the trainer's head, Mr 
Krall (1911), their owner met the criticism in the most direct manner. He asked the horses 
whether or not they could see such small movements and in answer they spelled out an emphatic 
"No." Unfortunately we cannot all be so sure that our questions are understood or obtain such 
clear answers.^^ 

This humorous anecdote concerns one of the founding narratives of modern experi¬ 
mental psychology during the time it was establishing its Weltanschauung, distinct 
from "occult" beliefs that seemed to be grounded largely in a mythology based on 
rural experiences and respect for authority figures. The story also illustrates one of the 
basic principles of the channel metaphor for communication that Shannon and 
Weaver promote. As psychology professor Ray Hyman has explained, "The horse was 
simply a channel through which the information the questioner unwittingly put into 
the situation was fed back to the questioner. The fallacy involved treating the horse 
as the source of the message rather than as a channel through which the questioner's 
own message is reflected back."^^ 

This kind of pseudointeractivity in which the correct input appears to generate the 
correct output also dictates the operational structure of many chatbots, who similarly 
appear to respond with meaningful messages that are actually dictated by formal 
rules governing their exchanges with algorithms that imitate speech. Much as Joseph 
Weizenbaum's Rogerian therapist simulation ELIZA was programmed to give back 
either syntactic variations of the patient's own statements or generic questions that 
didn't require the context of a previous utterance, the horses had been programmed 
by their trainers to respond so that humans involved in the exchanges would be con¬ 
vinced they were participating in a legitimate dialogue. 

This type of simulated interactivity has also been the inspiration for Internet politi¬ 
cal satires about the programmatic responses of government leaders to inquiries from 
their constituents. In 2004, the advertising firm Crispin Porter -r Bogusky launched 
the wildly successful "Subservient Chicken" viral marketing campaign for Burger King, 
in which users could type commands that would seemingly make a man dressed in a 
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chicken suit on a video feed to their screen do everything from dance to do push-ups. 
The input hox read: "Get chicken just the way you like it. Type in your command 
here." Sometimes the man-chicken would shrug his shoulders as though he had not 
understood the order he was given, and at other times the chicken would wag his 
finger in disapproval if the suggestion for action was lewd or constituted an illegal 
activity. The advertising firm's creative director explained the campaign as a rethinking 
of the concept of "interactivity" to go beyond "great design, fancy animation and 
programming" to engage with user experience and social media in new ways. He 
admits, however, that the procedural logic of Subservient Chicken required a daunting 
number of commands in order to pay off in a successful user experience. 

It's a bit of a production, especially in terms of copywriting. You're basically trying to solve for 
infinite. It's a challenge coming up with a response for everything. Subservient Chicken was the 
first time somebody did something like that with audio or video clips, but the idea's been around 
for years. The IM bot and the AI [movie] website used it. With Subservient Chicken, we came to 
the realization that "hey, instead of pulling text fields, why don't we trigger video clips?"' And 
it worked. There's got to be a bigger idea behind it, and there's got to be some focus to it.^* 

The viral potential of this new media artifact soon was realized as it generated a 
number of parodies, such as "Subservient Programmer"^'’ and "Subservient Blair."^^ 
University of Southern California film and interactive media professor Steve Anderson 
responded to the Burger King campaign by creating "Subservient President," which 
shows a man in a rubber mask in the opening scene, along with a podium with the 
seal of the office of the Chief Executive and a computer displaying an image of 
former president Ronald Reagan. A text-input box reads: "Get politics just the way 
corporate America likes it. Type a command."^® Subservient President was a clear satire 
of former U.S. president George W. Bush; keywords involving "weapons of mass 
destruction," "mission accomplished," or "drunk driving" cue particularly humorous 
actions. 

The nondigital precursor of Subservient Chicken, "Clever Hans," was an actual horse 
owned by German math teacher and phrenologist William Von Osten, who first dis¬ 
played him to the public in 1891. The subsequent story has a complicated rhetorical 
history of its own in scientific and popular discourse. Von Osten's demonstrations so 
impressed a Mr. Krall from Elberfeld that he purchased two stallions of his own, 
Muhamed and Zarif, and trained them to do even more impressive anthropomorphic 
feats. Then, at Krall's invitation, an international group of more than a dozen scientists 
studied how Hans and the other horses appeared to do sums, tell time, and exchange 
messages with human beings. Some, like Pfungst, argued that communication was 
only taking place through the most primitive nonverbal channels and unconscious 
cues. The story of the horses also appeared in a 1912 article in Science, "The Talking 
Dog," about a seven-year-old German setter, also studied by Pfungst, with a reputed 
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vocabulary of eight words.A series of book reviews in The American Journal of Psychol¬ 
ogy on works in French, German, and Italian indicates that there was still great atten¬ 
tion being paid to the Clever Hans case in 1914. 

After a lull in coverage, there was more publicity during World War II for the Clever 
Hans story because of the nickname of Nazi field commander Gunter "Hans" von 
Kluge, whose interchanges with Hitler were intercepted and translated by ULTRA 
Allied codebreakers during the Normandy invasion. Rather than draw upon this politi¬ 
cal and cryptographic history, in which Hitler and Kluge were also miscommunicating 
to such an extent that soon Hitler's field commander would join the group of con¬ 
spirators associated with the Von Stauffenberg plot. Weaver is citing an article from 
the Quarterly Journal of Biology about primate research by Harvard biology professor 
Karl Lashley. What is interesting about the citation is that Weaver omits the context 
of the quotation and the fact that Lashley is presenting a more hopeful argument that 
human-animal communication is possible, if difficult. The opening sentence, which 
comes right before the seemingly skeptical passage Weaver reproduces, which appears 
to mock KralTs credulity, reads: "The comparative psychologist must try to ask ques¬ 
tions of his animals and to understand their answers.'"’® 

In contrast to Weaver's seeming cynicism about meaningful dialogue, Norbert 
Wiener presents a much more optimistic model of the possibilities for crosscultural 
communication in his book Cybernetics by imagining a successful linguistic interaction 
taking place with an "intelligent savage." 

Suppose I find myself in the woods with an intelligent savage who cannot speak my language 
and whose language I cannot speak. Even without any code of sign language common to the 
two of us, I can learn a great deal from him. All I need to do is to be alert to those moments 
when he shows the signs of emotion or interest. I then cast my eyes around, perhaps paying 
special attention to the direction of his glance, and fix in my memory what I see or hear. It 
will not be long before I discover the things which seem important to him, not because he has 
communicated them to me by language, but because I myself have observed them. In other 
words, a signal without any intrinsic content may acquire meaning in his mind by what 
he observes at the time, and may acquire meaning in my mind by what 1 observe at the time. 
The ability that he has to pick out the moments of my special, active attention is in itself a 
language as varied in possibilities as the range of impressions that the two of us are able to 
encompass.®' 

As a believer in cybernetics, Wiener essentially argues that communication cannot be 
reduced to one diagram, because it isn't a single system but rather multiple interde¬ 
pendent systems that include feedback loops in what anthropologist Gregory Bateson 
has described as an "ecology of mind.'"’^ Wiener is clearly positing a model of com¬ 
municative fellowship with the other man in the woods that is based on shared 
meaning, although one can also argue that the way he uses the terms "savagery" and 
"intelligence" here and elsewhere in the text shows his Eurocentric ideologies and his 
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uncritical acceptance of the ethnographic biases of Bateson and Margaret Mead in the 
Macy Circle. 

This attention to the affect of others in complex communicative systems, which is 
featured in the "intelligent savage" story, continues to be an important aspect of 
interpreting many interchanges in our current media-rich landscape, whether we may 
be observing the body language of people talking on cell phones, watching the faces 
of victims who have been "punk'd" on reality television shows, or studying the expres¬ 
sions in reaction videos on YouTube in which people on webcams are watching offen¬ 
sive content. Recently, Richard Grusin has argued that theorists in the humanities 
should be paying more attention to cybernetics and related theories of affective com¬ 
puting because affect is a critical part of interactions with media and meaning-making 
in general.*’^ 

Wiener famously refused to accept the equation of information and entropy in The 
Mathematical Theory of Communication, where Weaver simultaneously acknowledged 
and minimized Wiener's rival contributions to the field in a footnote. According to 
his biographers, Wiener resented being scooped by the much younger Shannon and 
craved more credit for founding his own interdisciplinary discipline, cybernetics.At 
the allegorical level, Wiener's own book. Cybernetics, uses the story of two female fic¬ 
tional characters to illustrate what reputable science is not. For purposes of illustration, 
he argues that "a useful law of physics" could be compared to "an effective rule for a 
game," in being "statable in advance" and applicable "to more than one case."*"^ When 
explaining the very opposite of the Weltanschauung of his science, he evokes the 
irrational and uncertain croquet game in Lewis Carrol's Alice in Wonderland in which 
"mallets are flamingos," balls are hedgehogs, "playing-card soldiers" are "subject to 
locomotor initiatives of their own," and "the rules are the decrees of the testy, unpre¬ 
dictable Queen of Hearts."^'’ Thus, Wiener describes a dystopian scenario of chaos 
that is not only a failed game and by explicit analogy a failed form of science, but 
also implicitly a failed political state ruled over by a distorted version of Weaver's 
Lady Luck. 

From Information Science to Information Studies 

Katherine Hayles has argued that Norbert Wiener was keenly aware of the threats 
posed to liberal subjectivity in this new regime and the consequences of the boundary 
confusions created by an informational model of the world. Although Wiener's ideas 
about homeostasis and the feedback mechanisms present in complex interrelated 
systems can be read as signs of the comforting forces of self-regulation, they can also 
be interpreted as indicators that successions of cataclysms can take over a given situ¬ 
ation very quickly. Furthermore, political subjects as autonomous beings find the most 
basic operational definitions blurred. Even if people gain the kinds of cyborg powers 
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of extended perception that Gregory Bateson describes when the blind man's con¬ 
sciousness is extended into his cane tapping the ground/^ their identities as discrete 
countable democratic citizens with separately registered voices may be destabilized by 
Wiener's cybernetic model. As Hayles explains his position, "Wiener was not unaware 
of the ironies through which cybernetics would imperil the very liberal humanistic 
subject whose origins are enmeshed with self-regulating machinery. Throughout his 
mature writings, he struggled to reconcile the tradition of liberalism with the new 
cybernetic paradigm he was in the process of creating."*’® 

Wiener was also attuned to other kinds of political dangers that could come from 
social actors who might understand how to use his theories of information and yet 
pervert the basic philosophy of openness that was characteristic of his school of 
thought. In the chapter on "Information, Language, and Society" in Cybernetics, 
Wiener turns his attention to how mathematical theories of information might be 
exploited by stakeholders who are overly invested in zero-sum gamesmanship®^ and 
are greedy for the spoils of a commodity culture in which information has become 
the greatest prize. Wiener claims that the larger a community is, the greater difficulty 
it has in maintaining homeostasis, because there is "far less communally available 
information," since the "Lords of Things as They Are" can prefect themselves by "pos¬ 
session of the means of communication" itself. 

The monopolisfs who take advantage of the economic circuits of information are 
not limited to traditional pre-technological plutocrats. He also voices suspicions of 
"business execufives" and "heads of great laboratories" with what could even be inter¬ 
preted as a very subtle swipe at Bell Labs, where Shannon worked and where the 
Vocoder invention that Vannevar Bush had so admired had been created.^' Of course, 
as others may have understood better than Shannon, once information could be 
quantified, it could also be commodified, and mastery of theories of information and 
inventions of propriefary technologies could also affect ownership of capital and the 
free flow of ideas. 

In Cybernetics, Wiener often appears to be a forerunner of fhe scholarship now being 
done in the area of contemporary Critical Information Studies (CIS), which has 
attempted to energize critical theory and cultural studies through engagement with 
political advocacy for contentious free culfure issues and intellectual property reform. 
Siva Vaidhyanathan explains the objectives of fhis interdisciplinary group in ways that 
echo language from the cybernetic worldview and Wiener's specific expressions of 
anxiefy about maintaining public access to information. 

CIS interrogates the structures, functions, habits, norms, and practices that guide global flows of 
information and cultural elements. Instead of being concerned merely with one's right to speak 
(or sing or publish), CIS asks questions about access, costs, and chilling effects on, within, and 
among audiences, citizens, emerging cultural creators, indigenous cultural groups, teachers, 
and students. Central to these issues is the idea of "semiotic democracy," or the ability of citizens 
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to employ the signs and symbols ubiquitous in their environments in manners that they 
determine/^ 

In Cybernetics, Wiener himself warns that more attention must be paid to the "acquisi¬ 
tion, use, retention, and transmission of information"^^ 

Recently, the creation of schools and departments of "information studies" has 
become a trend in American universities, which in the case of providing graduate 
training for librarians has sometimes meant actually renaming existing programs that 
were only very recently called "information science" instead. 

What does it mean for a discipline to represent "studies" of an important subject 
rather than a "science" of it? Both visions are fundamentally interdisciplinary, although 
they both seek to claim specific turf in the academy. Yet this trend toward renaming 
seems to signal an orientation of the field toward the humanities and social sciences 
and away from physical and biological sciences, computer science, and mathematics. 
At one time, information science was supposed to represent the next great scientific 
revolution or paradigm shift, in which Shannon's and Wiener's theories could be 
compared to those of Newton, Darwin, and Maxwell. They were to be taught in high 
school and college alongside theories of mechanics and thermodynamics.^^ By acknowl¬ 
edging multiplicity, it may seem more inclusive and tolerant of methodological and 
ideological differences, but the shift from information science to information studies 
may also signal a fundamental loss in cultural capital for the discipline by maintaining 
a less coherent and powerful master narrative, as desirable as that change may be to 
critics from a science studies perspective. 

Not Rocket Science 

Like Vannevar Bush, Norbert Wiener had a strong sense of potential audience in the 
general public for his messages. Not only did he think his scholarly ideas about science, 
culture, and religion merited publication, but he also wrote autobiographical narra¬ 
tives about his life story as a professional mathematician^^ and former child prodigy^*’ 
that can be found in public libraries today. Nonetheless, it was his work doing anti¬ 
aircraft calculations during World War 11 in projects supervised by Vannevar Bush that 
was most important for establishing his rhetorical ethos and his credibility as a spokes¬ 
man for modern science. Although he expresses enthusiasm for Bush's promotion of 
"the use of mechanical aids for the searching through vast bodies of material, it is 
his trajectory computation that is the heroic task described in the introduction to 
Cybernetics that shapes his character and intellectual curiosity for the rest of his life. 
There is a romance of difficulty and novelty associated with this particular form 
of calculation, because "unlike all previously encountered targets, an airplane has a 
velocity which is a very appreciable part of the velocity of the missile used to bring it 
down."^® 
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Although closely tied to innovative work being done at the California Institute of 
Technology, fhe Jef Propulsion Laborafory was acfually founded by those who knew 
remarkably little about the complicated equations MIT's Wiener was trying to formu¬ 
late on the other coast. Instead, the methods for festing rockets at JPL at first were 
grounded in the physics and chemistry of the previous century and depended largely 
on a gusto for intuifive recipe-making of explosives along wifh frial and error.^^ Today 
solid fuel and liquid fuel rocketry are often heavily regulated, and even model rocke¬ 
teers are encouraged to participate in official organizations that emphasize formal 
public events and safe practices with prepackaged kits rather than individual tinker¬ 
ing.®” Although social media outlets on blogs, listservs, and forums allow for some 
underground activities in the amateur rocketry field, organizations like the Boy Scouts, 
which are concerned about possible legal liability for accidenfs, no longer support this 
once-frequent rite of passage for merit badges or common ritual of symbolic masculine 
virility. 

To understand the success of JPL's digifal rheforic, it is useful fo look at another 
amateur culture, the one associated with astronomy rather than rocketry, which has 
an even larger presence on the World Wide Web. John Seely Brown has argued that 
the "Create^Share^Mod" community in amateur astronomy has become "serious 
enough ... to interact with the professionals, creating new relationships where both 



Figure 10.2 

1936 photograph of experiments by founding members of JPL. Courtesy NASA/JPL-Caltech. 
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are working together and learning from each other. He explains this synergy in 
more detail in a paper on "New Learning Environments for the 21st Century" that 
explains how "pro-am" contact between professionals and amateurs is facilitated by 
crowdsourcing interactions made possible by the web. 

From a technical point of view, the situation is even more fascinating when one realizes that 
multiple telescopes in different locations can simultaneously capture and [transmit] images over 
the net, thus allowing triangulation to occur. But the real power of the net is as a social, learning 
milieu. Each local pro-am astronomy group can use the net to post images (open source in yet 
a new way) and discuss what each is seeing. They can swap techniques and plan joint distributed 
experiments. Most importantly, they can start to interact with professional astronomers.. . . 
Clearly, a synergistic interaction between the professional and the pro-amateur is developing in 
the field of astronomy. Both are helping each other; the whole is more than the sum of the parts. 
And through these interactions the pro-amateur is becoming a legitimate peripheral participant 
in the professional practice of astronomy writ large. A learning culture is being created that is 
mutually beneficial to both.®^ 

According to this view, these practices of sharing, swapping, and linking epitomize 
pro-am dynamic learning situations that should be adopted by schools and pursued 
by lifelong learners in the broader community as general social practices. 

The navigational elements of the JPL website emphasize these pro-am connections 
very explicitly. For example, although many of the elements on the site involve 
sophisticated visualizations or 3-D atlases that require the newest updates of Flash, 
Shockwave, or Java, one can still access old-school text-based telnet windows, where 
experienced users of JPL’s databases can type in command lines to be connected with 
Ephemeris information from the Horizons program, which has 600 years of astronomi¬ 
cal data available about the solar system, going back to 1599 C.E. and projected 
forward to 2201 C.E. This rich resource provides tabulation of computed positions and 
velocities of asteroids, comets, moons, and planets that users can watch happen in a 
flurry of pixels on their computer screens and then scroll through the lines of hlack- 
and-white, largely numerical results.®^ According to the Internet Archive, this site has 
been available on the weh to astronomy buffs for over a decade, and it continues to 
be a heavily trafficked site, despite its low-bandwidth interface. Certainly, for a long 
time, data visualizations with both "true color" and "false color" images have played 
a significant role in the rhetorical culture of JPL, even among the scientists them- 
selves,®”* but the continued use of the Ephemeris information shows how raw numeri¬ 
cal data can also be an important aspect of the astronomical subculture that JPL 
addresses online. 

There are also home pages for specialized professional audiences, such as the SIM 
PlanetQuest Astronomers' Site and For Scientists, but these links are easily accessible 
from the main site for lay people and often connect back to the materials designed 
for the public at large. Amateur astronomers can check out the Night Sky Network 
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Figure 10.3 

Telnet Ephemeris screen connected to JPL website. Courtesy NASA/JPL-Caltech. 

and Planet Hunters to get a sense of possible roles in the collective of people searching 
for new objects of study and more precise information about those physical artifacts 
in space. They can even watch webcasts of lectures that might be relevant to their 
interests. There is also an explicit culture of self-improvement promoted by JPL: for 
years the site has offered illustrated tutorials with animated computer models to 
prepare astronomy enthusiasts for possible coursework in the field. The site is also full 
of first-person accounts from JPL employees about how and why they entered the 
culture of space exploration, which often include information about the JPL engineers' 
hobbies or personal lives. One of the most popular features about the rover missions 
presents online video clips with daily flight director reports that review the locations 
of the vehicles, weather conditions on Mars, and possible mission objectives for the 
near future, as though the viewer is being briefed as a fellow scientist. 

The website shows how both professionals and amateurs are still engaged in the 
social practices involved in trajectory calculation, signal clarification, and knowledge 
networking that once appeared to be so central for establishing one's authority as a 
credible expert during the 1940s, when the new discipline of information science was 
first established. However, the JPL website seems to have chosen fundamentally dif¬ 
ferent rhetorical strategies, which emphasize richly detailed data visualizations and 
discourses of sociality between professionals and amateurs. Unlike the popularizing 






















332 


Chapter 10 


discourses of Bush, Weaver, and Wiener, there are no simplified allegories of "girls," 
"horses," or "savages" on the JPL pages to illustrate the worldview of contemporary 
rocket scientists. Moreover, the process of scientific discovery itself is shown to he a 
collective enterprise rather than a matter of promulgating revolutionary theories from 
lone geniuses. 

Unfortunately, it is far too common for government officials to use digital media to 
constrain public participation rather than encourage it. As this book has argued, too 
often policy makers see the Internet as a way to disseminate one-to-many messages 
for purposes of public relations rather than foster the many-to-many practices associ¬ 
ated with deliberation and peer-to-peer civic education that new technologies make 
possible.®^ However, the plausible explanations for the rise of fhis form of Realpolitik, 
in which political constituencies are electronically marginalized rather than empow¬ 
ered, cannot be reduced to simple pronouncements about the stupidity of bureaucratic 
culture or paranoid conspiracy theories about the government wanting to kill the 
digital media and communication channels to which it gave birth in the middle of 
the twentieth century. Instead, I would suggest that lawmakers have understandable 
anxieties that have to do with the slippery rhetorical character of new genres of elec¬ 
tronic communication, which can easily reach new audiences and be used for unin¬ 
tended purposes. As contemporary information culture finds itself in conflict with the 
traditional principles governing the creation and conservation of knowledge, these 
anxieties are likely to become more pronounced unless scholars and members of the 
general public become more interested in political agendas involving digital rights 
and responsibilities. 
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